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T

his morning, as I prepared this preface, I received an email from Peter Roennfeldt that highlighted the plight our church faces. In the city of Melbourne, Australia, a recent report from the
book All Melbourne Matters indicated that while the city’s population is increasing by 90,000
per year, Christian churches are losing 4,500 per year in attendance—equal to a congregation
of 90 each week. While these statistics show the exodus for Christian denominations as a whole, it’s safe
to say the Seventh-day Adventist Church is not immune from the same problems. Of all my friends as
a teen, very few continue to be active church members. Young people “slipping out the back door” of
our churches is not a new phenomenon, but it is certainly becoming all too common. Is there anything
we can do other than wring our hands in despair?
While serving as a youth pastor a few years ago, I noticed how the teens were disengaging further
from the regular traditional weekly services. At the same time, they were deeply keen to have their faith
experience with God become more relevant and meaningful. Their solution was an alternative worship
service once a month—for teenagers only, and, perhaps most important, led by teenagers. This was a
difficult adjustment for the church family to make. They prided themselves on the value of corporate
family service, and they were convinced that they did worship in a way that appealed to everyone.
That the teenagers were saying, “This doesn’t work for me,” was painful for the older members. It was
the research of Dr. Roger Dudley in his book Why Our Teenagers Leave the Church that proved to be
instrumental in helping the church change the way they thought about alternative worship services.
Not only did the congregation accept the alternative service, but it has ever since been actively seeking
new ways to engage teens, youth and young adults in ownership of their faith journey.
This is the primary reason why I asked Dr. Dudley to be lead editor for this book. He has dedicated
his whole life to research on youth and young adults and their faith journey. He still stays in contact with
many of those who have talked to him over the past thirty years. And his work helped prompt me to
create the 180° Symposiums. We plan to hold one meeting every year around a particular topic relevant
to youth ministry. The purpose is to gather youth professionals, academics and practitioners together in
one location with a specific agenda to generate a resource such as the one you are reading right now. We
hope this book—and the other resources we will develop in the future—will help you to effect change at
your church or office. We want the Symposiums to also offer opportunities for participants to share their
perspectives candidly and openly. If you have possible solutions to issues facing youth in our church,
we’d love to give you the opportunity to share these with a wide audience who can benefit from them.
Please dialogue with the content of this book—in your own mind as you wrestle with helping young
people in their faith journeys, with colleagues as you search for solutions, and even in writing to us.
We’d love to hear what you think.
To share your thoughts or for information about joining the next 180° Symposium, please feel free
to contact me at japhet@andrews.edu.
May God freely bless you and provide you with courage and wisdom as you continue to serve.
Japhet De Oliveira
Director, 180° Symposium
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Introduction

ctober 21 to 23, 2008 over thirty youth ministry
professionals, academics, and practitioners met
at Andrews University to share ideas on how to
retain youth and young adults in the Adventist
Church. The Symposium was hosted by the Center for
Youth Evangelism (CYE), co-sponsored by the Seventh-day
Adventist Theological Seminary, the Lake Union Conference, and AdventSource, and coordinated by Japhet De
Oliveira, CYE associate director. Participants came from
four world divisions: Euro-African, North American,
South Pacific, and Trans-European. In addition to those in
attendance, three others who were not able to be physically
present submitted papers.
The first day was devoted to the presentation of 26
papers. Each presenter was given 10 minutes to summarize his/her paper and then another 10 minutes to answer
questions from the group. The procedures of this long day
(8:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m.) were held in the Seminary Chapel,
and visitors were invited to attend. The full papers will all
be included at the end of this report.
The over-riding problem that brought this group
together was the high losses of youth and young adults
being experienced by Adventism. A number of papers
referred to statistics such as that of Dudley (2000) who
found that at least 40 to 50% of Adventist teenagers in North
America, who had been baptized, are leaving the church
by their middle twenties. Beyond Adventism the problem
also exists. Allan Martin’s paper quoted George Barna as
reporting: “The most potent data regarding disengagement
is that a majority of twentysomethings–61% of today’s
young adults–had been churched at one time during
their teen years but they are now spiritually disengaged

(i.e., not actively attending church, reading the Bible, or
praying)” (Barna, 2006, paragraph 6). Paul Richardson
views the problem from another angle when he writes:
“The median age for the Seventh-day Adventist community
in North America, including the un-baptized children in
church families is 51. . . Among native-born White and
Black members the median age is even higher” (Center for
Creative Ministry, 2008). The church is aging because as the
active generation grows older, they are not being replaced.
For a thorough examination of the characteristics of this
generation of youth and young adults, see Monte Sahlin’s
paper on profiling Millennials in this collection.
These concerns are widely shared, from the president
of the General Conference to youth ministries professionals,
to local pastors of churches with absent young adults, to
teachers struggling to impart faith, to desperate parents. The
180° Symposium was organized to grapple with this crisis.

Morning Procedures

After interacting with the papers, the second and third
days were spent wrestling with implications of the material.
These sessions were open only to the official invitees.
Shirley Freed, Chair of the Leadership and Educational
Administration Department at Andrews University, served
as moderator. She divided the participants into five groups.
Each group was given a share of the formal papers. The
morning was spent with the groups discussing the papers
and selecting the major themes and ideas. Large sheets
of paper were taped to the walls, and groups wrote on the
sheets the major problems they discovered and suggestions
to deal with those problems.
1
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A background theme to all the discussions was the
difference between modernism and post-modernism
thinking as it applied to youth ministry. Applied to this
discussion, post-modernism is more involved in experience
rather than factual logic and more attracted to relationships
than to formal structures.

11.

The 15% Plan

During the noon hour Ron Whitehead proposed the
15% plan. In every denominational organization, a certain
amount of money is set aside for evangelism. Ron noted
that when we eat a meal in a restaurant, we tip 15%. Why
not set aside 15% of evangelism money in every organization
to be used in youth ministry. While the “tip" analogy is not
perfect, the plan could be a tremendous boost to the ministry.
Ron then introduced Rodney Grove, the acting president of
the Lake Union, who declared that the Lake Union would
participate in that plan. Discussion in the afternoon evolved
on ways that the 15% might be used to support youth
ministry. Some ideas that arose were as follows:
1. Invest in human resources such as a Kids Discipleship training course.
2. Rent a store front for seven-day-a-week youth
center for career counseling
3. Health consultation
4. Faith-development Sabbath would have a churchtype contemporary service.
5. Find out what Seventh-day Adventist ministries are
currently on public college campuses, strengthen
them, and then find new campuses to strategically
launch more.
6. Hire magabook leaders who could start a program
and launch it in a whole conference.
7. Set up churches of refuge for young people to
spread out among the conferences to motivate
young people (see Ron Whitehead’s paper). This
would be for training of churches.
8. Encourage every Adventist young adult between
18-25 years to spend a full year as a student missionary even if they are not in an Adventist college.
9. Entrusting the resources to the people who are
going to do the work (e.g., music ministry to teach
in an area where young people don’t have those
resources).
10. Lay youth leaders mentorship program. Lasts
about three years. Purpose and intention is because
funding is becoming less available, we have to
lay off some pastors. So now there aren’t enough
youth pastors available. Have lay youth leaders be
mentored for three years with the goal that they
2

12.
13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

will train to become youth leaders in the church.
Certification could be provided.
Use seed money to encourage young people to be
involved in community service. Money would be
given to a church which would direct the community services with the youth. The church members
will build relationships with the youth since they
will be working together and barriers are broken
down.
Secular campus ministry such as open a café at
the University of Iowa where there is no Adventist
ministry on the campus.
Take the opportunity to challenge the youth in one’s
area to use it as they see fit; the money is for them.
Students could write a proposal. Outreach students
could have small budgets that they can handle. If
we create the ideas for them, then they don’t have
ownership. Traditional evangelism fails over and
over again, so go ahead and give them the money
and the risk and let them go for it.
Most of the plans the youth will want to do don’t
cost that much. Costs are food/transportation. So
set aside money for food and space, and then invest
some into pastors and youth leaders going to counseling. Adventist culture is careful about how open
we are, so that affects every level of relationships,
from person to person to God. Youth want relational
stuff. Let’s provide a forum where there can be input
from the young people. So they can come up with
the ideas, and we can empower them.
Affirmation of the young adults in the room said
the same thing – Give it to the young adults and
let them decide. Add a mentoring component.
Center for Youth Evangelism is an example of a
place where they can come and put their dreams
into practice. It’s important to give youth the space
and resources to be able to dream. Put young adults
into positions of power. Put thirty-year old young
adult leaders in conference/administrative levels.
Point about counseling should not be glossed over
because what can tend to happen is that there are
people who work in this area because of their own
needs. They disenfranchise young people and help
build a wedge. Being healthy in service is important
– counseling is a crucial factor.
There is a certain level of expectation to succeed.
Sometimes we need to allow them not to succeed.
Give out money for long term even though it may
fail in the short term. Have to challenge youth to
aspire to something. Challenge youth to be successful in what we do. However, some of the greatest
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18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

teaching moments are through failures. Commit
your plans to the Lord. Will the success look like
what we think is success? What looks like failure
to us may actually be success in the Lord’s eyes.
Invest in family ministry and parenting. Broken
people come from broken families. To separate
family ministry from youth ministry is a mistake.
They are intertwined. We will never have enough
youth pastors to be at every church. We need to
have primary individuals who are dedicated to
youth ministry. Families need to be strengthened
along with youth ministry. If the parents have built
the right type of bridge and relationships, as the
youth pass out of the teens, they will remember
their parents’ influence and relationship and will
return. It goes back to the value of the parents.
Among adolescents the connection at school is
even more important than the influence of their
parents. The peer factor becomes a bigger influence at this point in their lives. We need to put
well-trained chaplains in our school system. They
can help create connections to positive influences
in our schools.
Youth are influenced not only by their peers, but
by any source of mentorship. The reason they
distance themselves is because there is no relationship with the parents. The parents don’t recognize
the stage they are entering. They go to where their
voice is valued. Family is most important, but lots
of youth have clueless families. Young people can
still do well in the face of poor parenting if they
have strong community. We need to be competent
community members to help.
What we are talking about has an implicit mentoring component. Intergenerational learning is
going on. The element of mentoring is pervasive.
Someone with expertise or leadership experience
is interactive with the young adult. It needs to be
mentoring in the true sense, not management.
Showing trust leads to empowerment.
This is a new idea. We give money to young people
and say go for it. Where can we present this idea?
How can we name it in a way so that leadership
hears it and understands it?

How to Approach Church Leaders

The group agreed that the issue is deeper than money.
There need to be some fundamental changes about
leadership in the church. Conference youth directors are
given money and told to give it out, but the leadership
remains a problem.

1. Young adults don’t have the baggage of dealing with
the system. We all have different reactions to things
because of the various amounts of experience we
have with the system.
2. Just giving the youth what they want isn’t what is
important. What is inhibiting us is that the system
won’t allow us to accomplish what we have laid
out here.
3. Taking ideas to God in prayer to determine if
they are His will. When Ron Whitehead knows
something is great, then he knows when to be
tenacious. For example, the 15% of the evangelism
budget in the Lake Union was a year and a half in
coming. It has a lot to do with prayer and hearing
God’s voice. There has to be a pervasive spiritual
transformation among us.
4. It was recommended that we take the request for
15% of the evangelism dollars to the conference
leaders. One caution–We shouldn’t think that
youth ministry depends on money. It helps, but
good youth ministry can take place without a lot
of money.
5. You cannot breathe easy once the money has been
agreed to. It takes a very long time to generate
change. If we don’t keep the pressure on year
after year, we will be out of business within two
or three years.
6. Ron Whitehead represents the type of leader
that our leadership culture lacks. The group here
“doesn’t stop at brick walls.” This group will work
to effect change when they return home. We need a
culture of leadership change. When we have more
support, we have more strength. It’s a high priority
for us.
7. In cultures where resources are not available, it is
counterproductive to wait around for money to do
ministry. Money follows successful ministry. Move
forward with what we have, and then the funding
will follow.
8. The danger is that we come up with a great idea
and then wonder why no one is following. The
leadership is still thinking about it. We need to take
the time to bring them up to speed with the whole
process. Spend time getting everyone up to speed
so they can support it. We need to understand the
process and make a commitment to it, so we can
bring people on the different steps of the journey.
Sell the dream first before they will give you money.
9. The elephant in the room is the education establishment. The culture shift means that the thousands of dollars that are being spent on our
3
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educational system are reaching fewer and fewer conclusions. This involved lively dialog. Toward the end
young people as they attend non-Adventist schools. of the day, the group decided that five major themes had
The 15% is aiming for young adults who are not in arisen out of the discussion: (1) Identity, (2) Relationships,
our educational system.
(3) Spirituality, (4) Leadership, and (5) Service.
10. Money is not the solution. Money follows the
That evening several of the leaders met with some
vision.We shouldn’t get sidetracked on how to get young adults, some who were attending church regularly
money We need to come up with creative ideas so and some who were not. The Millennials agreed with the
that the youth can experience the benefits of the choice of topics and concluded that relationships was the
same type of service projects without spending most important of the themes.
the huge amounts of money.
The final day tables were set up for each of the five
11. There is a Council on Evangelism Witness that themes. Participants were invited to choose which theme
meets two times a year. This 15% plan should they wanted to pursue. Each group developed a problem
be on their agenda. Contact those leaders who statement for its particular theme and then wrote out sughave already bought into it. Unless we speak to gestions for how that problem could be addressed. In this
the right people, nothing will happen. But now report, the following five sections will each explore one of
people are beginning to hear the story and take the major themes that the groups identified.
notice. We need to get this on the agenda for every
youth department and the Council on Evangelism The Search for Identity
Witness. It needs to be done personally. Youth
Developmental psychologists like Eric Erickson have
ministry leaders need to personally give the book seen human growth as a series of stages which each indiproduced by this Symposium to the
vidual must traverse in life.
church leadership. Many of the world
Everyone follows these in a
“Adolescence has been
church leadership weep over the loss
pre-determined order. How
labeled ‘the search for
of our youth. We need to bring this
many stages depends somemessage to them. We need to share
what on a particular scholidentity.’ The key question
the full situation. Not only “Here is the
ar’s way of arranging them.
is ‘Who am I?’”
problem,” but “Here is a process to help
For example, Erik Erickson
solve the problem.” Don’t say the door
has formulated eight stages:
is closed before we press upon it! Let’s
infancy, toddlers, pre-school,
make it our business to be the pleader for this elementary school, adolescence, early adulthood, middle
cause. The Council on Evangelism Witness will adulthood, and later maturity. Each stage has implications
want to know criteria by which that 15% would for physical, mental, emotional, and moral development.
be allocated. They will want specifics.
Now, developmental psychology holds that at each
12. Don’t look only inside the church for money – stage of human development there are certain tasks to be
look for other sources. Other sources are looking accomplished. To at least some degree, the mastery of these
for good ideas. Find the individual people whose developmental tasks is necessary to reach maturity for that
interest matches yours.
particular stage and to prepare individuals to cope with
13. God has opened the door every step of the way for the next step in their overall growth. The important thing
the public campus ministry. We need to remember here is that God has programmed us so we are driven to
that God is the one who funds his work.
attempt the task at the proper stage in our development.
14. There is some resentment that the Adventist church It is natural.
has so much process. We need to think about how
For our purposes, we will consider the stage of
we talk about process, especially when we are talk- adolescence which may blend into early adulthood since
ing with our young adults. Help them value the economic pressures and increased vocational requirements
process, and enable them to do ministry while they have led to the prolongation of adolescence, particularly
wait on the process. While we talk about process, in western societies. The adolescent has many important
people are dying.
tasks to accomplish including those relating to sexual
development and learning the responsible behaviors that
allow for economic independence in the next stage. One
Identifying the Major Themes
During the afternoon of that second day, the individual of the key tasks is achieving emotional independence from
groups began to report to the whole company on their parents and other adults. Adolescence has been labeled “the
4
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search for identity.” The key question is "Who am I?" All
this involves searching for meaningful self-consciousness,
planning for the future, and developing a philosophy of life
and values. Achieving all this is the road to mature and
responsible adulthood.
Adolescence is a time of tremendous import. Think
of what is involved. The child has been largely dependent
upon his parents. Major decisions have been made for her.
She needs the constant advice of mother and father, as well
as their emotional and financial support. He has lived by
the rules and values of their home. She cannot conceive
of operating apart from them.
But now, all of this is going to change. The child is
turning into an adult. He will have to learn to make his
own decisions. She must determine for herself the values
by which she will live. He will no longer be merely an
extension of his parents. She will become her own person.
Finding one’s identity is the key to successful living.
In addition to physical, spiritual, and social identity,
the young person must formulate a religious and spiritual
identity. While much of this is a process between the person
and God, religion also has a corporate dimension. How
does the young person understand what it means to be an
Adventist? What are the essential elements of Adventism,
and what are the cultural fringes? We cannot hope to retain
young adults if they do not perceive the Adventist church
as supporting their own identity.
The working group assigned to discuss the question of
identity decided on the following problem statement:
Identity is the distinguishing character of a person
or organization. Our church has enough distinguishing
characteristics in order for her to establish a well-defined
identity. However within the church at large there is a growing need to redefine or reconfirm its identity. Our youth are
often caught in the middle of this transition. They need a
strong identity to shape their faith, yet they are confronted
with either an identity befitting a modern world view or
a transitional identity which is still shaped by solving our
issues with a postmodern world view. The church is well
aware of its need to translate its faith into a postmodern
setting and yet cannot provide the clear identity our youth
ask for without frustrating this process. Our youth, seeking
for a clear identity, are often left with an identity which contradicts their own world view or is at least in tension with
their own world view. This issue is one of the contributing
factors in our youth leaving through the back door.
Throughout the Symposium, discussion often focused
on modernism versus post-modernism as it applies to
youth ministry. Young Adventists seem caught between the
two worlds. While this is not the place to attempt precise
definitions of these two world views, youth —like their

adults — face the confusion of absolutes versus uncertainties; proclamation versus discussion, factual proofs versus
relationships. Should Adventists be more involved in
sharing distinctive doctrines or demonstrating the love of
Jesus? Is everything either black or white, or are there gray
areas? What are the defining characteristics of Adventism?
As the study group struggled with these questions, they
proposed the following possible solutions:
The identity which we provide to our youth should be
ready for future or current shifting world views. In order for
this to be possible, our youth work with regards to identity
should consist of three major components:
1. The presented identity should represent the core of
		 our Christian faith. It should focus on the life, death,
		 resurrection, and teachings of Jesus Christ;
		 particularly the outworking of the principles and
		 values of the Kingdom of God in their lives. Bible
		 studies, week of prayer material, youth Sabbath
		 school lessons, sermons, and themes of our
		 congresses and rallies should all be about the life,
		 teachings, and values of Jesus Christ. Our youth
		 need to know what it means to live the Kingdom
		 of God today. Their religious identity should
		 reflect this.
2. The presented identity should also be mission
		 oriented. Living the principles and values of the
		 Kingdom of God means being involved with mission,
		 whether locally or internationally. Our identity
		 should be that of a service organization; we should
		 be known in our communities as the church who
		 feeds those who are hungry and clothes those who are
		 naked. Mission programs with a practical focus
		 rather than an evangelistic focus should be
		 stimulated, encouraging our youth to build
		 relationships and through these relationships share
		 what difference Jesus is making in their lives.
3. The presented identity should be rooted in our
		 Adventist heritage. The identity should still be
		 recognized as an Adventist identity; however, it
		 should focus on dogmas which can be translated into
		 praxis, giving the identity its distinct Adventist flavor.
		 The Sabbath, the health message, and stewardship are
		 just a few examples of dogmas which have been
		 translated into praxis and which give this distinct
		 Adventist flavor.
The group felt that it is time to move beyond an
information-based identity and adopt an identity with an
emphasis on the unity that Christ calls for (John 17:20-21)
so that the world will know that God is among us as we
have love for Him and love for each other (John 13:3435). This prioritization of unity needs to be on all levels
5
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– generational, theological, racial, gender, and cultural.
While we do need clarity on the essentials of the Adventist
faith, we need tolerance on the non-essentials and purely
cultural vestiges. In all things we need charity. We do need
the 28 fundamental doctrines for they give shape to our
special identity; but we need to see them not as absolutes
but as helping us to understand better who God is and how
He desires to work with His people. Every doctrine must
reveal the love of God and better fit us for our mission.
For further discussions of Adventists and the search
for identity, see the papers by Japhet De Oliveira and Jeroen
Tuinstra in this collection.

Relationships are the Key

Relationship is central to emotionally healthy living.
Relationship was pivotal to God’s original plan for humanity.
No sooner had God kissed Adam awake and set him among
the animal kingdom than He said something was “not
good.” What was “not good” was Adam’s aloneness. God
existed in relationship–Trinity–three persons in one. Therefore, if these three, while
being one, also exist in
relationship, when they
“The millennial generation
created in their image or
yearns for community, yet
likeness, then those they
there is a dearth of healthy
created, who are to bear
relationships within the
their image, would also
be created for relationchurch.”
ship. He wanted us, his
“image bearers” to also be
centered in love and experience satisfaction of relationship.
Stanley Grenz (1996) describes community or relationship
“as the goal of God’s program for creation.”
So relationship is not optional; it is woven into the
very fiber of our being. A breakdown in relationship has
been the devil’s key target on mankind since the fall, and
what appears to be an increasingly significant lack of relationships within current generations is deeply affecting the
Seventh-day Adventist Church and its young people.
Healing relationships and creating community are
primary in Jesus’ plan for restoration (John 17), and it is
a priority for postmodern (millennial) youth and young
adults. The church must find ways to move from its current
informational, propositional paradigm to a more relational,
spiritual forming paradigm if it is to retain its youth and
young adults. The group working on the theme of relationship began by identifying the problem the church is having
in this area.
The millennial generation yearns for community, yet
there is a dearth of healthy relationships within the church.
This has resulted in young people searching elsewhere to
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find a community for which their hearts were created.
Unless genuine authentic relationships are fostered and
encouraged within the church, this generation will continue
to fulfil this God-given need for relationship elsewhere.
After all, the group of young adults presented with the five
themes the symposium selected agreed that Relationships
were most important of all.
With this in mind the group offered the following
possible solutions :
1. Churches need to recognize that the process
of finding answers is more important than the
answers. This means learning to facilitate a conversation rather than to teach “the truth.”
2. Churches need to provide “spaces” for relationships
to flourish. This can happen within and outside
the church’s traditional parameters and at all times
throughout the week.
3. Young people need to be intentionally involved
in the development and regular evaluation of the
vision of the church.
4. Churches need to develop intergenerational
activities around common interests in order to
foster understanding, respect, and trust in the
community.
5. Churches should have a youth mentoring system
in place. The intention of such a system would be
to foster honesty, openness, and authenticity in
both the mentoree and the mentor.
6. We recommend that the world church set aside a
day every year to focus on mentoring and relationships in the local church.
7. We recommend a campaign be run in the churches
to encourage every adult to learn the names of five
young people. This will foster a climate of communication which will help relationships in the
church.
8. We believe that sermons, Sabbaths schools, and
other presentations that take place in the church
need to be intentionally personal and relational.
9. Perhaps most important: In our churches, in our
schools, in our homes, we must teach and model
that religion is primarily a matter of relationships
rather than a set of beliefs or a code of behaviors.
In other words, belonging trumps believing and
behaving.
In addition to the report of the study group, several
other items were introduced:
1. Equality of gender, ethnicity, and social standing
along with authenticity must mark the relationships
we foster with our youth.
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2. Relationship renewal includes God, our inner
selves, our fellow humans, and our environment.
3. The foundation of human relationships is the
Golden Rule that Jesus gave: Do to others as you
would have them do to you (Matthew 7:12).
4. In order to establish and maintain relationships,
leaders must be willing to become vulnerable.
5. While large conference-wide and denominational
events can inspire and motivate youth, building
vital and permanent relationships takes place
primarily in the local congregation. In this venue
small groups present the very best environment for
creating deep and healthy relationships. Members
of these groups learn to care about each other and
give encouragement when spiritual or practical
problems arise.
As Jesus commanded us (John 13:35), we are known
as His followers based on our love for one another. As a
top priority, the counsel of Paul (Galatians 5:14) gives our
marching orders: “The entire law is summed up in a single
command: Love your neighbor as yourself.”

church, engaging in devotional practices, and sharing one’s
faith are measurable and may be considered evidences of a
spiritual experience, but they are not spirituality itself. We
cannot measure a person’s relationship to God. We can only
encourage the practices that contribute to it. On the other
hand, we cannot separate it from our daily work, study, and
recreation. Post-moderns (as many of today’s young adults
are) tend not to have the disconnectedness of moderns where
the spiritual is in a separate compartment from the secular.
Rather, the spiritual permeates the entire life. Any task, done
in the right spirit, can be a spiritual experience.
Authentic spirituality for Christians is found only in a
connection with Jesus Christ which comes through study
and meditation on the holy Scriptures and is nurtured by
an atmosphere of prayer. If we would help our youth and
young adults develop their spiritual natures, our first priority is our own connection with God and then sharing that
experience with them.
With these thoughts in mind the group offered the following possible solutions for drawing young people toward
a personal spirituality:

Spirituality–the Essential Ingredient

Discipleship: Intentionally mentor youth and young
adults through Christian formation pathways that will help
them to learn to enjoy the presence of God.

The group working on the theme of spirituality began
by identifying the issues surrounding this core value of
church life. This is what they crafted:
Adventism, which is characterized by rationalism,
has tended to embrace correct doctrinal positions as well
as religious behavioral markers as its main expressions of
spirituality. The group saw spirituality as being open to
experiencing the acceptance, presence, and pleasure of
God. Sensing and knowing God’s heart is the life song
and purpose for disciples (God followers) who increasingly
grow to be aware of, relax in, and daily enjoy the presence
of God. While young adults are generally turned off by
formal church structure and exclusive systems of belief,
many hunger for a genuine spiritual experience. They
desire that feeling of closeness to God.
One young adult passionately shared: “I need to hear
about Jesus. I need to hear that He loves me. I need to hear
someone remind me how He showed me His love. So I’ve
found other places to go; places that weren’t distracted by
someone else’s writings or other churches’ teachings. They
told me only about my Lord, His sacrifice and His love,
and what it means to me.” Another expressed frustration
with the church’s focus on rules over spirituality: “I believe
that the Adventist Church concentrates too much on rules
and what a person should not do rather than on a person’s
spiritual life.”
Spirituality is a difficult term to describe because it is a
fundamentally personal and inward experience. Attending

Devotional habits (spiritual disciplines): Rather
than the traditional brief morning Bible study and prayer
requests, the youth could be mentored and taught how
to read the Bible reflectively and to pray contemplatively
as well as to engage in other devotional habits (spiritual
disciplines) that will lead to a deeper personal experience
of Jesus. The following will be helpful in this process.
GOD encounters: Major programs that foster and
support a movement of young adults who will wholeheartedly pursue a 24/7 experience of the living God
through gatherings, curriculums, and spiritual mentoring.
GOD connections: A radically different model of small
group that is designed to do two things–build authentic
community and teach the devotional habits (spiritual
disciplines). These should become epicenters of spiritual
formation-processing for youth and young adults.
Discipleship Coaches: Offering spiritual mentoring
via Christocentric leaders who are willing to serve youth
and young adults as spiritual mentors. This discipleship
coaching can be peer or intergenerational. The key is to
foster contemplative questions and personalized practices
that will deepen the devotion of the young adult to Jesus.
7
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Experiencing GOD: Help young adults be conscious
of what God is doing in the world. Teach them to perceive
what God is doing in the world and to know how they can
participate with Him.
Ancient-Future Adventists: Fostering a “true to
original” expression of Adventism in the Postmodern
era. Steal back the identity of the church as a young adult
movement, passionate about Jesus and intent on exposing
Christ’s desire to penetrate every facet of their lives.
Significant Belonging: Young adults are looking for
(1) a sense of belonging (2) a sense of significance. Develop
a mentoring system that gives focus to these core youth and
young adult needs and plant the process into every local
church culture.
Oasis: Offering young adult community and worship
experiences through networking clusters in metropolitan
and multi-church regions.
Book Club: Endorsing discipleship and spiritual formation titles and Biblical passages to be read and discussed
with other youth and young adult participants.
Spiritual GPS: Track individuals through life’s milestones (e.g., graduations from high school and college/
university, first job, engagement, etc.) and initiate contacts
and affirmations as they make their way toward adulthood.
(e.g., develop profiling software to track birthdays, graduation, etc.)
These will all be the precursor to the following which
will continue to foster the process:
Life Mission: Maximizing the short-term mission
experience to form a long-term life of service (e.g., fostering
re-entry training to embed mission into everyday lifestyle).
One avenue might be to involve young adults in community
service as a form of a localized mission life.
Global Village/Compassion Carnival: A fair-like
event with various booths/stations highlighting different
service/compassion/ministry agencies in a community
(e.g., United Way, Habitat for Humanity, Women’s Shelter,
Salvation Army, etc.).

The Call for Leadership

Entropy: “a thermodynamic measure of the amount of
energy unavailable for useful work in a system undergoing
change.” “A measure of the degree of disorder in a substance
8

or a system: entropy always increases and available energy
diminishes in a closed system.”
In more pedestrian terms: things left to themselves tend
to run down. Weeds will take over the garden. Buildings
will deteriorate. People get older and slower. That happens
in the church also. Without special attention, a church will
not grow, but decline. If youth ministry is not intentional,
the youth will leave. Thus dedicated, vigorous leadership is
essential if Adventism is to halt the exodus of young adults
out the back door.
The group that worked on the theme of Leadership
developed the following problem statement:
The difficult task of retaining Millennials is indicative of
a deeper problem that challenges our church and its leadership. Young adults desperately desire connectedness and a
sense of belonging to a loving community that provides a
safe environment for building and restoring relationships
and spiritual growth. Accepting the need for change is
difficult and almost impossible for most established communities. Leaders that do not facilitate opportunities for
young adults will inevitably discover that Millennials will
seek other communities that are truly leading them into
satisfying and fulfilling experiences. Congregations that
accept the need for change and move toward becoming
inclusive, emotionally healthy communities where young
adults can express their spirituality in their own way will
attract seekers of all types. Unfortunately, few congregations
will spontaneously move in that direction. Therefore, vital
leadership is absolutely essential. The group believes that
there needs to be more balance in the leadership models
taught and practiced within the church. Given that crucial
need for leadership, the group proposed a number of possible practical solutions:
1. There should be annual leadership summits focused
		 on the art of learning and factors of change that help
		 foster visionary leaders. The servant-leadership
		 model should be mandatory.
2. Leaders should be taught how to be relational and
		 deeply spiritual.
3. Leaders should be encouraged and supported to
		 be bold.
4. Leadership training should be provided at all youth
		 and young adult ministry events.
5. Leaders should intentionally utilize accountability
		 and evaluation systems.
6. Leaders should take a team approach.
7. Churches should model mentoring of youth and
		 young adults in all leadership positions.
8. Churches should structure themselves so that
		 everybody is equipped and involved to their full
		 potential.
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9. Churches should select leaders who have room
		 for growth.
10. Leaders should lead without the need for getting
		 credit.
11. Leaders should take responsibility for other’s growth
		 and development.
12. Churches should choose leaders based primarily
		 on their character.
It was also suggested that the church needs to move from
a hierarchical model of leadership toward a team approach.
The team needs all the ideas and energy that diversity can
bring. As a church, we must recognize that since we are all
on the same team, we either all win or all lose.
Leadership that identifies itself by mirroring the
spiritual relationship that Jesus had with the Father and the
relationship that He had with the people He came to save
will ignite a life-changing process that will result in a life
of service. An important component of Biblical leadership
is empowering those placed within our trust to join in a
shared vision to fulfill God’s purpose for His church.
Leadership is the obligation and the privilege of every
Christian to exert his/her influence on behalf of Christ.
Leadership opportunities for service and evangelism must
be provided by the church to all youth and young adults.
Transformational leadership is not satisfied with the status
quo. It believes, lives, and initiates Christ-centered leadership that is revealed through servant-hood, not lordship
and imperialism. We must foster transformational leaders.
As Christ loved the church and gave Himself for it
(Ephesians 5:25) through self-sacrificing servant leadership,
so this generation must be led to emulate His leadership
style as a witness to the needy world.

The Theme of Service

The North American Division Youth Retention Study
(Dudley, 2000) followed a large division-wide sample of
teenagers for ten years until they were in their mid-twenties.
While focusing on why young adults leave the church, the
study also probed the reasons why so many decided to
remain. One of the main factors was that they were involved
in active service either within the church or in its outreach.
“What fosters perceptions of acceptance, belonging,
and validation? Many responded that opportunities for
leadership and involvement are responsible. They have
ownership. They are valued and equal team members” (p.
119). Typical comments were: “Being involved and feeling
needed and important.” “It is exciting to be a part of an
alive, growing church, and even more so knowing I’ve had
a part in creating that.” “I stayed because I had leadership
and involvement opportunities available.”

No better example could be given than Becky Lane
Scoggins 1996 Adventist Review article, “What My Church
Did Right,” which by her permission was included in an
appendix, pages 209-212. The small Blackberry, Minnesota church celebrated in style her baptism. Then, as a
sixth-grader she was
elected Sabbath school
secretary with respon“When it comes to involving
sibility for picking up
young people in service,
the offering envelopes,
churches too often protect
counting the money,
and delay rather than prepare
and recording it in a log
and proclaim.”
book. Her sixth-grade
classmates served as
Cradle-Roll teachers,
junior deacons, and members of the social committee. In
the seventh grade, she was elected church communication
secretary and carried her hand-written news releases to the
local newspapers. She and her peers were asked to read the
mission stories in Sabbath school when they couldn’t even
pronounce the names of some of the countries. And so it
went. “We never doubted that our church needed us.”
Is it any wonder that she and her friends still love the
church? If young people feel that the church really belongs
to the adults, and they are just observers, they may well
drift away. They must be given that sense of ownership.
We have to make them feel, “This is my church. I have an
equal share in it with everyone else. The church needs my
services. They can’t get along without me.”
The group working on the theme of service began by
trying to identify the problem we are having in this area.
Why aren’t we more successful in involving youth and young
adults since this is so crucial to their retention? This is what
they crafted:
Some individuals and churches serve rarely or sporadically instead making service a lifestyle. For others, it
is either evangelism or community assistance, rather than
both. And some serve “with a hook” instead of being
motivated by disinterested benevolence. When it comes
to involving young people in service, churches too often
protect and delay rather than prepare and proclaim. We
tend to hold back rather than empower. We underestimate
the potential of young people to serve as evangelists in saving the lost. Our service is limited and flawed.
With this in mind, the group offered the following
possible solutions:
1. Pray for the Holy Spirit to gift and empower us as the
		 Body of Christ to serve and witness in our church
		 and community—without prejudice, favoritism or
		 expectation of response.
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2. Challenge each church to participate in ongoing,
		 inter-generational service activities in their
		 community.
3. Empower youth in collaboration with adults for local
		 and international community improvement
		 projects.
4. Because of commitment to whole-person ministry,
		 engage in a lifestyle of compassionate service
		 regardless of the outcome.
5. Make communication effective by initiating
		 relationships through service activities. Some of the
		 best opportunities to build relationships come as
		 youth work together in groups on service projects.
6. Publish and share the service activities that young
		 people do.
7. Target service activities (including evangelism) to
		 serve and save youth and adults in our communities,
		 not only within our churches.
8. Collaborate Adventist Volunteer Network with
		 Adventist Community Services, ADRA, and other
		 community organizations, and don’t merely replicate
		 existing service agencies.
9. Follow the progression of service evangelism from
		 Ministry of Healing page 143 (Christ mingled as
		 one desiring their good, He sympathized with them,
		 met their needs, won their confidence, and then
		 invited them to follow Him).
10. Be open to service locally and beyond, such as
		 short-term mission trips and longer missionary
		 service.
Empirical evidence shows that young people who
involve themselves in these solutions will experience:
1. Attraction to the church
2. Become involved in church
3. Stay in the church
4. Increase self-esteem
5. Be less likely to experience teen pregnancy
6. Be more likely to stay in school
7. Be more likely to go to college
8. Get better grades in school, which is associated with
		 less drug use
9. Become community-oriented for life
For a comparison of the service-oriented nature of early
Adventist youth societies compared with contemporary
youth ministry see the paper by Cindy Tutsch in this
collection. For research on the beneficial effects of serviceoriented education check the paper by Gary Hopkins, et al.
in this collection.
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Conclusion

The word that seems to permeate all these reports
and all the following papers is connection. In a seminar
conducted by Tim Elmore at the recent North American
Division Ministries Convention, the acronym EPIC was presented as the necessary modus for ministering with today’s
Millennials. E = They want religion that is Experiential.
P = They demand Participation. I = They look to Images not
words and search for truth in metaphors. C = Connected.
They want high tech and high touch. Relationships are
all-important.
The following papers were written independently by
individuals. Each presents not only information but valuable suggestions. While there is much agreement, there is
no smooth flow like chapters in a book. There is obviously
some overlap. How then to order the arrangement of the
chapters?
The organizing committee has decided to place the
Monte Sahlin paper first because Monte presents a thorough review of the characteristics of Millennials which is
foundational to what will follow. After that, the chapters
are arranged in alphabetical order by the last name of the
presenter. Some readers will start at the beginning and read
everything through to the end. But many will use this as a
reference work so the chapters could be read in any order.
Each presentation is introduced by an abstract so readers
can quickly grasp the sense of the chapter and decide if this
presentation is one of especial interest. All chapters represent
the life passion of the respective authors attempting to share
what they have learned and experienced as a contribution to
the immense problem our beloved church faces.

The Millennial Generation:
A Demographic, Ethnographic,
and Religious Profile
Monte Sahlin
Director of Research and Special Projects
Ohio Conference of the Seventh-day Adventist Church

Abstract

A new generation is emerging into adulthood in the first years of the new century. Born from 1977 through
1994, most are the offspring of parents in the Baby Boom generation. Just as their parents’ childhood and
adolescence largely paralleled the development of television, so the Millennial generation has grown up with
the Internet. They share many of the values and interests of their Baby Boomer parents, although the world
is starkly different. There is much greater diversity, and global boundaries are transparent, while economic
anxiety is increased. The young adults and teens in the Millennial generation tend to be positive about
life, about themselves, and involved in family, friendships, and civic structures. They attend church about
as often as their parents do and have adopted much the same set of values and religious beliefs, although
sexual freedom is more pronounced, and there has been a doubling of the relatively small percentage who
are not connected with any organized religion.

T

he Valuegenesis studies give us a picture of
Seventh-day Adventists among the Millennial
generation. They have a more positive attitude
toward the church than Gen X and greater
denominational loyalty. They register the same levels of
agreement on most of the doctrines of the church.
The “Millennial” generation consists of the people
born from 1977 through 1994, using the most standard
definition from the American Demographic Institute.1
This year (2008) they are 14 through 31 years of age. Most
are the offspring of parents in the Baby Boom generation,
and the generation is sometimes referred to as the “Echo
Boom.” In 1977, “following a 12-year lull, the number of
births climbed to 3.3 million. By 1980, annual births had
risen to 3.6 million. By 1990, they topped 4 million” (New
Strategist, 2001, p. 2). A total of 68 million babies were born
through 1994, when births again dropped below 4 million.
With the additional contribution of immigration, the generation numbers about 75 million today. (See Figure 1.)
Just as their parents’ childhood and adolescence largely
paralleled the development of television, this generation
has grown up with the personal computer and the Internet.
“Millennials do not face a generation gap. They share many

of the values and interests of their Baby Boomer parents,
[but] the world in which they are growing up is starkly
different” from their parents’ childhood of the 1950s and
1960s. “Diversity is greater ... global boundaries are transparent ... terrorism is a real threat and economic anxiety
is palpable” (Mitchell, 2002a, p. 5).
This generation is much more diverse than any earlier
generation of Americans. Less than two-thirds are nonHispanic whites; 16 percent are Hispanics, 14 percent are
blacks, four percent are Asians and one percent are Native
Americans (Mitchell, 2002b, p. 218). Those 20 years of
age and older are more likely to be immigrants than are
Americans over 30 years of age, while those under 20 are
less likely to be immigrants (p. 221). Majority-minority
demographics has already arrived for Millennials in Texas
and California, where the number of whites among teens
and young adults has dropped below 50 percent. Other
states are not far behind, and the U.S. Census has projected
that by the time Millennials are middle-aged this will be
true for the nation as a whole.
The age at which people get married has been pushed
higher by the Millennials than it was for earlier generations
at the same stage of life. In 1998, 83 percent of men and
11
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70 percent of women aged 20 through 24 were single as
compared to 55 percent of men and 36 percent of women in
1970 (Mitchell, 2002b, p. 209). This is the third generational
step up in the post-World War II era. Their Baby Boomer
parents moved up the age of marriage when they were
young adults. Gen X moved it up yet again, and now the
Millennials have moved it even further up. Wuthnow (2007)
points out that this has paralleled the significant increase
in premarital sexual activity which has been supported by
the widespread availability of oral contraceptives.
One third of households headed by young adults have
a child under six years of age living in the home (Mitchell, 2002b, p. 191). The majority of black and Hispanic
households headed by a young adult have children in the
home, while relatively few white households do (p. 193).
Overall, there has been a significant increase in the number
of children born out of wedlock to teen and young adult
mothers.
The majority of teens over 15 years of age have a
job, and men and women are almost equally likely to be
employed—53 percent of men and 51 percent of women.
Among 16- and 17-year-olds, 86 percent work part time,
while fewer than one in five of people 18 and older do so.
Workers under 25 years of age account for 60 percent of
sales people in shoe stores, 55 percent of sales personnel in
clothing stores, 45 percent of parking lot attendants, and 44
percent of kitchen workers in restaurants (Mitchell, 2002b,
p. 157). Many work without health benefits. The Kaiser
Foundation reports that more than two-thirds of workers
18 to 29 years of age have no health insurance coverage.
The adults in the Millennial generation are the least likely
to have good access to health care among all Americans.

Attitudes and Culture

Millennials in America are generally “quite content”
with most aspects of life. Nine out of ten are satisfied with
their parents and their family life. Four out of five are happy
with their housing, their standard of living, the kind of job
they are in, and the amount of free time they have. Although
they agree with the vast majority of Americans of all ages
who feel that the country is headed in the wrong direction,
they are less negative than are older Americans. Among
Millennials, 52 percent are dissatisfied with the direction of
the country as compared to 62 percent of older Americans
(Kohut, 2007).
The Washington Post has reported a trend toward larger
numbers joining clubs and other organizations on college
and university campuses. Millennials are “goal-oriented”
and “more communal than their predecessors ... in part
because their lives have been highly structured.” This report
quotes Judith Kidd, a dean at Harvard University, “This is
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the play-date generation. Things are always arranged.... It’s
also a driven generation. They don’t know what to do with
downtime. They come to campus with day planners.” One
reason that campuses are again seeing a multiplication
of student organizations is because many of these young
people like to be leaders and “will start a club, just like the
one next door, so they can be president. Some schools, for
example, have a half-dozen environmental clubs” (Oct. 25,
2005, p. A10).
There is a general belief among Millennials that young
adults today are better off than were young adults in the
previous generation. Four out of five (84 percent) say that
they are better off in terms of getting a good education,
and three out of four (72 percent) say that they are better
off in terms of getting a high paying job. Two thirds report
the same attitude about sexual freedom (66 percent) and
living in an exciting time (64 percent). The majority (56
percent) feel that their generation is in a better position
bringing about social change. Only economic factors are
viewed negatively. Just 47 percent say that young adults
today have a better chance of enjoying financial security,
and less than a third (31 percent) said the same about buying a house when this survey was conducted in late 2006
and early 2007 (Kohut, p. 6). It is safe to guess that today
these percentages would be even lower.
When asked to name the most important problems facing them (in 2006-2007), the largest number of Millennials
listed problems related to money, debt, and family finances
(30 percent), while the second largest group listed problems
associated with getting an education (18 percent). The third
largest response were problems having to do with getting a
job or starting a career (16 percent). Very few mentioned
problems with family or relationships (7 percent), health
(2 percent), or national and international conditions (2
percent). More recent events have underlined the priority
given to concerns about economics and employment.
Millennials may be little prepared for the economic
changes that are upon us at the moment. We may be living
through the events that will prove to be the most important
in the emerging years of this generation. A 2005 survey of
high school and college students conducted for Ameriquest
Corporation indicates that 94 percent expect to purchase a
home within twenty years, most believe they should start
saving for retirement by their late 20s, and that their starting
salary will be somewhere between $40,000 and $50,000 a
year. Nearly two-thirds (62 percent) feel they must earn at
least $50,000 a year by the time they are 30 years of age in
order to live comfortably (Youth Markets Alert, Jan. 1, 2006).
These expectation were already far from reality for most
Millennials prior to the events of September and October
2008 and may be slipping even further away.
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“Unlike the generations that have gone before them,”
Constant technological change is one of the major
writes Stephanie Armour for USA Today, this generation markers of this generation (See Figure 2). Almost all Mil“has been pampered, nurtured and programmed with a lennials use the Internet (86 percent) and cell phone text
slew of activities since they were toddlers, meaning they are messages and instant messaging regularly (80 percent). The
high-performance and high-maintenance. [They] believe in majority (54 percent) participate in social networking web
their own worth. ... They may wear flip-flops to the office sites such as Facebook and MySpace. Two thirds of these
or listen to iPods at their desk. They want to work, but check their networking web site daily or at least once a week,
they don’t want work to be their life.” She quotes Jordan and one in five have dated a person that they met on line. At
Kaplan, professor of management at Long Island University, the same time, nearly three out of four Millennials are of the
that this generation “is much less likely to respond to the opinion that their fellow young people post too much pertraditional command-and-control type of management sonal information on the Internet. They are also more likely
still popular in most of today’s workforce. They’ve grown to be critical of new technology than feel positive about
up questioning their parents, and now they’re questioning it. Large numbers think that the Internet and other new
their employers” (Nov. 7, 2005).
technologies make people lazier (84
Two thirds of Millennials “see
percent), more isolated (67 percent),
their generation as unique and dis“This is a generation not and lead people to waste time (68
tinct from other generations, [but]
afraid to express itself in percent). A slightly smaller percentthey are hard-pressed to come up
its appearance. People in age believe that new technology helps
with a word or phrase to describe
people be more efficient (69 percent),
the Millennial generation makes it easier for people to find new
their generation. In fact, they had an
are actually less likely than friends (69 percent), and enables them
easier time describing their parents’
generation than they did their own.”
Gen X to have a tattoo—36 to stay closer to old friends and family
They also find it difficult to think of
percent compared to 40 members (64 percent). Perhaps their
heroes and role models beyond their
familiarity with technology gives them
percent—but more likely to a more clear-eyed view of its pros and
own circle of relationships. The larghave a body piercing other cons (Kohut, p. 14-15).
est number named a teacher, mentor,
family member, friend, etc. Just 14
This is a generation not afraid to
than ear lobes—30 percent
percent named a famous cultural figexpress
itself in its appearance. People
compared to 20 percent.”
in the Millennial generation are actuure such as an athlete, actor, singer or
TV personality. Only 8 percent menally less likely than Gen X to have a
tioned a political leader—most often
tattoo—36 percent compared to 40
George Bush, Bill Clinton, Jimmy Carter, Hillary Clinton, percent—but more likely to have a body piercing other than
Condoleezza Rice, Colin Powell and Al Gore—prior to ear lobes—30 percent compared to 20 percent. They are also
the current heated campaign season and the emergence of deeply involved with media other than the print media. A
Barack Obama as both a truly historic figure and a politi- third are regular players of video games, and nearly half go
cal “rock star” among young adults. Just 6 percent listed to a movie at least once a month (Kohut, p. 21).
spiritual leaders—most commonly Mother Teresa and the
It is clear that the Millennial generation will change
Dalai Lama—and here again, a large number mentioned the politics of America. For one thing, they are much more
their own pastor (Kohut, p. 9-10).
likely to vote. The percentage of young adults who voted in
Millennials are “fairly harsh” in their evaluation of the 2004 was the highest since 1972, and the 2008 turn-out of
behavior and lifestyle of their own generation. Three out young adults is estimated at 23.5 million, the largest numof four say that young people in their generation are more ber of young voters in the history of the nation. They also
likely to have casual sex than were young people 20 years appear to be reversing the trend of the last quarter century
ago. Seven in ten report that today’s young people are more toward increasing numbers of conservative voters. In a 2006
likely to get violent when dealing with conflict or engage in Pew survey 48 percent of Millennials identified themselves
binge drinking. Nearly two third (63 percent) think their as Democrats and 35 percent as Republicans. This is the
cohort is more likely to use illegal drugs. And the largest lowest proportion of Republicans recorded by Pew in 20
number think that their generation is less likely to engage years of surveys. “This makes them the least Republican
in positive behavior; less likely to vote, and less likely to generation.” The same trend is evident when interviewers
volunteer in community service (Kohut, p. 10-11).
ask about political ideology. More than a quarter of Millennials (26 percent) identify their views as “liberal,” compared
13
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to 22 percent of Gen X, 19 percent of Baby Boomers, and
14 percent of older generations; 29 percent of Millennials
say they are “conservative,” compared to 33 percent of Gen
X, 37 percent of Baby Boomers, and 42 percent of older
generations (Kohut, p. 28-29). It is no accident that the
Republican nominee in this year’s presidential election is
the oldest in history, and the Democratic candidate is the
youngest since 1960. The election results clearly demonstrated a generational shift in politics that is believed by
experts on both sides to be far-reaching and long-term.
This political change is related to a shift in values. In
the mid-1980s, 56 percent of Gen X told Pew interviewers
that “It’s all right for blacks and whites to date each other.”
In 2003, almost nine out of ten Millennials (89 percent) gave
the same response. Two thirds say “I have old-fashioned
values about family and marriage,” but this contrasts with
85 percent of older generations and 80 percent of Gen X
when they were young adults in polls in the 1980s. A clear
majority of Millennials support abortion rights; 59 percent
would allow women to get “morning after” contraceptives over the counter, and 58 percent are not in favor of
outlawing abortions. Nearly half (47 percent) are willing
to allow gay marriage as compared to just 30 percent of
older generations (Kohut,
p. 39-41). Abstinence
“Some writers focus much
has been the emphasis
in most sex education
on the events of September
for at least a decade and
11, 2001, as key to shaping
“The New Virginity” has
the attitudes and values of
received considerable
the Millennial generation.”
attention in the media,
but there is little evidence
that anyone is actually
practicing it. “According
to polls of those who stick with it, their abstinence is fortified with large measures of oral sex,” reports Mark Greif.
And 80 percent of Millennials have intercourse in their
teens according to the Centers for Disease Control (Harpers, November 2006).
The Millennial generation mirrors the attitudes and
societal roles of the 1930s, according to Strauss and Howe
(2006). The movies and music of this generation, like those
of the 1930s, feature upbeat and happy themes. For example,
the late 1930s were “hero obsessed,” and in the spring of
2005 there were 18 new super-hero movies in production.
“Music is the first way a new generation announces themselves,” observe Strauss and Howe. Music then shapes the
decisions about television, movies, Internet content, and
video games. The most important influences for Millennials
are second-generation immigrants and young females.
14

Strauss and Howe also point out the television programs popular with younger Millennials, such as The OC
and Hannah Montana, often include prominent roles for
parents with their own story lines. This reflects the Millennial attitude toward parents. They want their parents in
their lives, as opposed to the attitude in earlier teen shows
which included little or no parental presence.
Some writers focus much on the events of September
11, 2001, as key to shaping the attitudes and values of the
Millennial generation. For example, Wikipedia states that “a
good way to define the boundaries of this generation in the
United States are by the September 11 attacks; people who
were not born in 2001 or were too young to remember and/
or understand what happened” would be in the following
generation and those “solidly of age, out of school, and into
adult life” would be in the earlier generation, Generation
X. Wild found that 21 percent of university students report
that they changed their career or academic plans as a result
of the event and there has been “a short-term turn towards
civic engagement.” A study with a much larger sample
shows only a modest and short-term impact by 9/11 on
the spiritual lives and religious activity of young adults.2
In the heady days immediately after September 11,
2001, when massive crowds were gathering for candle light
memorial services, and urban churches were open around
the clock for the many Americans who wanted to pray,
some things were said, even by leading Adventists, that have
proved to be quite foolish. One veteran evangelist and seminary professor is reported to have said that “postmodernism
is dead” and that we could expect unprecedented attendance
at Revelation Seminars and similar apocalyptic-themed
public evangelism. In fact, a Gallup Poll has shown that
church attendance and interest in religion had returned to
pre-9/11 levels within a year after the attacks on the World
Trade Center and the Pentagon. Uecker, working with a very
large sample, found that events did not “drastically alter the
religious and spiritual makeup of the young adult population. Only modest differences were noted in young adults’
levels of religiosity and spirituality after the attacks and the
differences were generally short-lived.” Individuals with no
religious affiliation and those from Catholic and mainline
Protestant backgrounds were more likely to increase their
religious behavior and level of interest in spirituality, while
those with an Evangelical background were more likely to
register declines in religiosity and spirituality. Uecker asks
whether the faith of conservative Protestant young people
was actually shaken by 9/11.

Religion Among Millennials

About two in five Millennials identify themselves as
Protestants, a quarter are Catholics, and less than 10 percent
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are affiliated with other religions. About a third say they
are “born again” or “Evangelical” Christians, including a
significant number of Catholics. Twice as many Millennials say they have no religious preference or they are atheist
or agnostic as is true for older Americans—20 percent as
compared to 11 percent—and this gap has increased significantly in recent decades. “In the late 1980s, 11 percent of
young people were non-religious, compared with 8 percent
of those over age 25.” Millennials are the least likely of today’s
generations to attend church regularly (Kohut, p. 22-23).
There is limited information about the religious beliefs
of the Millennial generation, but it is clear that they have
more widely accepted evolution than previous generations
have. The 2006 Pew Religion Survey found that nearly twothirds of this generation (63 percent) indicated agreement
with evolution over creation as compared to 57 percent of
Gen X, 47 percent of Baby Boomers, and only 42 percent
of those from earlier generations (Kohut, p. 23).
Webber reports that the Millennial generation is turning sharply away from the models of church and worship
introduced by their Baby Boomer parents. He says that the
Boomer church has been shaped by a marketing model, and
“they’ve created a consumerist church. The product is Jesus
and the good life. ... I call them Wal-Mart churches. ... It’s
a reflection of the culture. ... Christianity accommodated
itself so much to the culture that it has come to look like the
culture.” The Evangelical mega church has become such a
powerful force in America today that the first joint appearance of the 2008 presidential nominees was at one of these
churches and presided over by the pastor who has become
a best-selling author and a media figure. President George
Bush’s re-election in 2004 was attributed to the key role of
Evangelical voters and he has clearly identified himself with
this segment of the nation.
“This is where the Younger Evangelicals are breaking
with the past,” Webber continues. “They do not see the
church as an accommodation to the culture. They don’t
see it in terms of a civil religion. They see the church in a
very counter-cultural way (Homiletics, January-February
2004). He goes on to discuss worship style preferences of
the Millennial generation of Evangelicals:
Their approach to worship is an embodied reality.
My sense is that they’re still pretty much all over the
map in terms of worship, but one of the things they’re
really trying to do in worship is create a sense of transcendence. If you look at worship over the last 30 years,
the movement has been primarily the nearness of God,
the friendship of Jesus, the relationship and even a lot
of romantic terminology in contemporary music about
a relationship with God. The Younger Evangelicals are

sick of that stuff. They just think it’s shallow, not really
real ... and they’re beginning to see God more on the
side of God’s holiness, God’s otherness, God’s transcendence. They’re trying to create an atmosphere that allows
for that. What are big with Younger Evangelicals are
candles, icons ... there’s a recovery of hymnology, there’s
a recovery of liturgy. ... They’re so sick of wearing your
relationship with Jesus on your sleeve.
Along the same lines Josh Anderson has written of “the
new monasticism,” a movement in which young adults are
committing themselves to spiritual disciplines and ministry
as a lifestyle without the benefits of a clergy career (Prism,
March-April 2006).
This difference
in religious style has
“While religion may be
led to certain myths
significant and widespread
about the Millennial
in teens’ lives, it is often
generation—that they
not very deeply articulated
are more conservative than their Baby
in terms of belief, theology,
Boomer parents, that
and other cognitive
they are more postorientations.”
modern in their faith
than previous generations, and that there is
widespread rebellion against organized religion. Smith and
Denton have demonstrated that these views are unfounded
in fact. In general, Millennials tend to share the religious
commitments and beliefs of their parents and are not particularly dogmatic or enthusiastic about their faith. They
go to church about as often as their parents. They tend to
think of religion as important to a good life, part of being
a moral person, but they do not have clear ideas about the
specifics. One academic reviewer summarized the work of
Smith and Denton as follows:
While religion may be significant and widespread
in teens’ lives, it is often not very deeply articulated in
terms of belief, theology, and other cognitive orientations. There is what Smith and Denton call a pervasive
“moralistic therapeutic deism” (MTD) among teens that
is non-specific, non-exclusive, instrumental and individualistic. It accompanies a sort of casual tolerance—a
bit of “whatever” attitude. There is not much serious
syncretism and little adamant secularism. ... The authors
show how easily this “whatever” religion resonates with
contemporary cultural currents. There is an “elective
affinity” between MTD and American mass-consumer
culture, abetted by a digital communication revolution
and grounded in an increasing age and generational
15
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segregation. ... The religion being offered to teens is
something of a competitive response by religious organizations that are at a disadvantage for teens’ and parents’
attention compared to school, media, entertainment,
and work (Review of Religious Research, June 2006).

lennials who believe that the Devil is a real being and that
Adam and Eve were real people are markedly higher than
previous generations, and even the percentage of Millennials who believe that Jesus Christ is the only way to salvation
has increased. It is significant that on the question of moral
absolutes, Penning and Smidt are silent about the data from
In 1982, James Hunter, a sociologist at the University the Millennial generation although they show data from
of Virginia, conducted a survey of students at nine leading previous generations demonstrating a growth in this belief.
Evangelical colleges in the U.S. His research was published Perhaps this means that even among devout Evangelical
in Evangelicalism: The Coming Generation (1987, University young adults, postmodernism has begun to erode belief in
of Chicago Press). His findings showed that secularization absolutes as a theoretical possibility despite clear allegiance
was at work on conservative Protestant religion in America to specific moral standards.
and would slowly change the face of Evangelicalism. In
On many specific behaviors, the Millennial generation
1996, Penning and Smidt replicated
students at these Evangelical colleges
the Hunter survey. These data provide
are even more likely to adopt a conseran interesting and recent comparison
vative moral stand than were the Baby
“ T h e p e r c e n t a g e s o f Boomers fifteen years earlier. Higher
of two generations and their views on
faith and values. The 1982 survey was
Millennials who believe that percentages agree that premarital
made up of college students largely
the Devil is a real being and sex, heavy petting, watching X-rated
from the final wave of the Baby Boom
movies, and smoking marijuana are
that Adam and Eve were real always morally wrong (See Figure
generation, the last cohort of which
people are markedly higher 5). Although nine out of ten still see
was born in 1964 and would have
been 18 the year of Hunter’s survey.
than previous generations, homosexual relations as immoral,
The 1996 survey was made up of
and even the percentage of there has been a slight decrease in
college students largely from the first
Millennials who believe that the number taking this view. There
wave of the Millennial generation,
are significant declines in the views
Jesus Christ is the only way that smoking cigarettes and drinking
the first cohort of which was born
to salvation has increased.”
in 1977 and were 19 the year of the
alcohol are always morally wrong,
Penning-Smidt survey.
which may explain why at least one
The Millennials at these Christian
of these colleges recently changed its
rules on the consumption of alcohol.
colleges are quite serious about their
faith. Four out of five engage in prayer each day and attend
There is also a small shift in the views of Millennial
church each week. Two in five study the Bible each day, and generation Evangelicals about divorce and remarriage (See
one in five report that they make some attempt to share their Figure 6). The percentage who believe that divorce is acceptfaith at least once each week. Clearly an active spirituality is able only in extreme circumstances has actually increased a
alive and well among the next generation of Evangelicals.
little. More significant is the growing number who believe
The “inerrant” view of Scripture has made real prog- that remarriage after divorce is acceptable beyond the traress among Evangelicals over recent decades. Where only ditional Bible teaching that it is permissible only when the
a little more than a third of the students in the last wave divorced spouse has died or committed adultery.
Significant shifts have taken place between the views
of Baby Boomers believed in this view, nearly half of the
students in the first wave of Millennials have adopted this of the last Baby Boomers and the first Millennials regardview (See Figure 3). The percent of Millennials taking the ing gender roles in marriage (See Figure 7). Nearly two
orthodox and neoorthodox views has declined compared decades ago, a majority of the last students from the Baby
to the Baby Boomers 15 years earlier, but the very small Boom generation reported that they believed the husband
percent with liberal or agnostic views has actually doubled. should have the “final say” in family decisions. This view
This may be due to the increased interest in religion among is no longer shared by the majority of Evangelical young
the Millennial generation which has likely led a few more adults, pointing toward an increasingly egalitarian view of
nonbelievers to enroll on these campuses.
gender roles in Christian homes. At the same time, there is
Successive generations of Evangelicals have become a growing opinion that a married woman should not work
increasingly more committed to most conservative Prot- outside the home unless she is forced to by economic necesestant doctrines (See Figure 4). The percentages of Mil- sity. The ideal of a mother at home with the children, focus16
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ing on homemaking, has wide support among Evangelicals
in the Millennial generation, despite their egalitarian view
of gender roles in marriage. This may be due to the high
percentage of their generations who have negative feelings
about “latch-key children” or single-parent homes. This
can be seen as a growing value on the quality of family life
with both strong partnership between spouses and strong
parenting for the children.
The individualistic values that most scholars feel were
born, in part, from the Reformation emphasis on personal
salvation and individual freedom to interpret the Bible are
alive and well in the latest generation of Evangelicals (See
Figure 8). Individualism is asserted in the increased percentages who say “self-improvement is important” and a
person “can be a good Christian without attending church.”
At the same time, there seems to be a greater awareness of
the limits of individualism in the decline in the portion who
agree that “the individual should arrive at his or her own
beliefs independent of any church,” or that “realizing your
full potential is just as important as putting others before
you as a Christian.”
A similar split between strongly-affirmed individualistic values and skepticism about the ideology of individualism can be seen in the economic views of the two
generations (See Figure 9). The Millennial generation is
stronger in its belief that “competition encourages excellence” and “hard work builds character,” but they are somewhat less likely than the last Baby Boomers to believe that
“hard work always pays off ” and “when a person is poor,
it is probably his or her own fault.” Perhaps this is due to
the fact that a number of today’s young adults have been
exposed to some of the spectacular failures in free market
economics despite its widespread popularity, especially
among conservative Protestants.
The Millennial generation students have a slightly less
critical attitude toward the church than did the last Baby
Boomers two decades earlier (See Figure 10). The majority
of both generations believe that most churches are more
concerned about internal, organizational issues than they
are the spiritual and other needs of individuals both within
the membership and in the world. But significantly fewer
Millennials feel that the church “has lost the really spiritual part of the religion.” Is this evidence that churches are
doing a better job of meeting the spiritual needs of the
Millennial generation than they are with the Baby Boomer
and Gen X?
The growing negative view is about the failure of
conservative Protestant churches to demonstrate sufficient
concern for social justice. In order to meet the needs of the
Millennial generation, Evangelical leaders, congregations,
and denominations must visibly increase their investment

of time, energy, and funds in ministries focused on social
concerns. For today’s young adults this has become a concrete test of spiritual authenticity.

Adventist Millennials

The Valuegenesis studies provide an opportunity to
compare the Millennial generation among Adventists with
Generation X Adventists at the same stage of life. Valuegenesis2 was conducted in 2000, a decade after Valuegenesis1.
In each case the students in grades six through twelve in
almost all schools operated by the Seventh-day Adventist
Church in North America completed detailed questionnaires
(Gillespie et al., 2004). For purposes of comparison here,
I am using a sample of 762 respondents in the Columbia
Union Conference3 from Valuegenesis2 which are labeled
“Millennial generation,” and the comparable items in the
Valuegenesis1 reports which are labeled “Gen X.”
Adventist Millennials are even more diverse than the
generation at large (See Figure 11). A little more than a third
of these young people (37 percent) are white. An astonishing 18 percent claim to be multiethnic which suggests that
their parents entered into many more inter-ethnic marriages
than the general population in America. It is significant
that Adventists in the Baby Boom generation evidently felt
much more comfortable and supported in this step than was
true for most Americans outside the Adventist movement.
Of course, some of these parents were inter-ethnic couples
who joined the Adventist Church because, in part, they felt
accepted in the Adventist Church, although the majority
of Adventist Baby Boomers in North America were born
into the denomination (Sahlin, 1998).
At the time of the Valuegenesis2 survey in 2000, more
than a third (36 percent) of the Adventist Millennials were
not as yet baptized (See Figure 12). Considering that the
sample began with sixth grade, and children in that grade
are typically 10 or 11 years of age, and there is an informal
Adventist tradition that the appropriate age for baptism is
12, this is not entirely surprising. Yet, a quarter of the sample
indicated that they were baptized at age 10 or younger, and a
smaller percentage of the sample even in Grade 12 remained
unbaptized. Baby Boomer Adventists—the parents of these
young people—often talk of “going along with the group”
when they remember their baptism as a child, and these
data provide some evidence that some of these parents
may hold back in urging their Millennial offspring to be
baptized and join the church.
The good news is that out of the eleven items that form
the Faith Maturity Index in Valuegenesis, the Millennial
generation scores higher than Gen X on seven items and
somewhat lower than Gen X on four items (See Figures 13
and 14). With one exception, the higher scores on the seven
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items are considerably greater than the lower scores. The one
item in the Faith Maturity Index on which the Millennials
score significantly more poorly than Gen X is “I care about
reducing poverty in the world.” This may reflect the fact
that, until very recently, the Millennials grew up in a more
prosperous time than did Gen X. It may also be related to the
data that show that throughout the late 1990s the Adventist
membership in North America became significantly more
upper middle class in orientation (Sahlin, 1998). In any case,
the besetting sin of materialism may be the Achilles heel of
this new generation of Adventists which is, in general, more
spiritually mature than the previous generation.
Millennial Adventists evidently have a much stronger
relationship with the church than did Gen X and, very likely,
their parents’ generation. They have a much more positive
attitude about the congregational climate of their local
church than did Gen X (See Figure 15). They evaluate the
youth ministries of the church much more positively than
did Gen X (See Figure 16). They rate higher on all four items
that measure denominational loyalty (See Figure 17). They
rate the same as Gen X
on six of the nine items
that measure theological
“In general, Adventist
orthodoxy (See Figure
young people are healthier
18). Where concern can
and happier than others in
be registered is on the
their generation.”
other three items.
There are three doctrines with which Millennial Adventists are markedly less likely to register
agreement than were Gen X.(See Figure 19). These are the
three doctrines which generated much discussion and some
dissent during the 1980s and into the 1990s. The majority
of Millennial Adventists do not agree that “the Seventhday Adventist Church is God’s true last-day church” (the
Remnant), that “Ellen White fulfilled the predictions that
God would speak through prophecy in the last days,” or that
“the investigative judgment began in 1844.” A large number
of those who do not agree to these doctrinal statements
say they have not made up their minds, while a smaller
number disagree. So the door is open to persuade them of
these doctrines, and perhaps the Bible courses they take in
college, their participation in church activities, and their
reading of church periodicals will do so. This situation
probably reflects the turmoil on these three topics that they
have overheard in their parents’ generation.
Regardless of what is theologically important to God
and His church, these data suggest a situation in which
sociological realities may drive revisionism of one sort
or another. It should not be assumed this will necessarily mean that a broader or more “liberal” explanation of
18

these doctrines will become widely accepted. It may result
in a reactionary movement that actually narrows the
interpretation of historic teachings and results in a more
“conservative” doctrinal consensus. Remember that Millennial Adventists are generally more positive and loyal
toward the church than the immediate previous generations.
Another area of concern has to do with at-risk behaviors among Millennial Adventists. They are significantly
more likely to report marijuana use, being in trouble at
school, and hitting someone than were Gen X (See Figure
20). They are somewhat more likely to have engaged in
shoplifting and sexual intercourse, attempted suicide, or
used cocaine. The percentage reporting use of alcohol is the
same in both generations. Among the troubling behaviors,
only depression is reported at a much lower level than Gen
X. That is another indicator of the generally more positive
attitude of the Millennials, but the larger issue is that we
have not reduced the trend toward larger and larger percentages of each generation of young people experimenting
with behavior that risks serious damage to the entire lives
of the individuals involved.
At the same time, it should be kept in mind that Adventist young people are still much less likely than American
teenagers in general to engage in the most risky of these
behaviors (See Figure 21). They are less than half as likely
to have had sexual intercourse. They are about half as likely
to have used alcohol. They are significantly less likely to have
hit someone or be depressed and somewhat less likely to
have attempted suicide. In general, Adventist young people
are healthier and happier than others in their generation.
No data is available regarding the attendance patterns
of this generation in the Adventist denomination. We do
have the reports of a sample of congregations in the FACT
2000 Survey in which four out of five local churches (82
percent) indicate fewer than 50 “children and teens (17 and
under)” typically attend, and only 2 percent report more
than 150 young people typically attending. In the same
survey, the elders, pastors, and church clerks who served
as the key informants were asked, “Of the ... regularly
participating adults [in your local church], what percent
would you estimate are age 35 or younger?” One in seven
churches (14 percent) responded “none” or “hardly any.”
Six in ten reported “few” or “some.” One in six (16 percent)
said “many” or “most” or “nearly all.”
A third item from the same data set may be more relevant in the context of this paper. “How many of the high
school age children of your adult [active members] would
you estimate are involved in the religious life and activities
of your congregation?” Just 10 percent said “almost all,”
27 percent said “most,” 33 percent said “some,” 17 percent
said “few,” and 12 percent said “hardly any.” The majority
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of churches (62 percent) fall into the category of “some”
or fewer, clearly indicating that most local church teen
ministries are falling short of effective ministry with the
Millennial generation.

Recommendations

Rather than complicate a complex topic by adding yet
more suggestions to the many that have been published,
I will reproduce here the recommendations voted by the
Consultation on the Millennial Generation and the Church
held October 5, 2003, at the Columbia Union Conference
office. The participants were half young people from the
Millennial generation and half church administrators,
most from the Baby Boom generation. The emphasis of the
day was on church leaders listening to a new generation
of church members, so these recommendations were
generated largely by Millennials.
1. Establish A sense of ownership, belonging, and
community by asking local churches to give a sixmonth trial period to the concept of a monthly
Youth Sabbath with teens and young adults in
charge of all parts of the program and with the
understanding that the young people are empowered to change the service according to their needs.
2. In order to facilitate the inclusion of teens who are
attending public high schools, establish Adventist
Youth associations in each church or in clusters
of small churches where necessary to achieve a
minimum viable number of youth; that these
associations meet at least twice a month; and that
these AY associations be attached to area federations building on the federations that already exist
in the Regional Conferences.
3. Launch an intensive educational effort to help
congregations to empower, validate, and accept
Millennial generation teens and young adults.
Break down stereotypes by providing informational seminars, using current church publications,
and show local church leaders how to develop an
environment that is appealing to Millennials.
4. Replace the current Sabbath School Quarterly
materials for teens and young adults (Cornerstone
and Collegiate Quarterly) with a fresh design and
approach, including a strong focus on Christian
principles and values and contemporary stories
relevant to Millennials.
5. Provide training for pastors and church leaders to
reach the Millennial generation and convey ideas
from this meeting; don’t pass out information and
expect it to be acted upon.

6. Create a system whereby local pastors can be notified of students attending secular schools (colleges/
high schools) in their area so these students do not
“slip through the cracks” and a support system can
be provided locally.
7. Have conference-wide and union-wide events for
youth to gather for encouragement and support;
totally youth-oriented special events, not just a
“youth tent” at camp meeting.
8. Because about 25 percent of the population is in
the Millennial generation, then require/expect
representation of local church demographics on
governing boards, nominating committees, and
constituency delegations.
9. Reorganize conference staffs and budgets so that
resources are made available to support a Millennial generation outreach department.
10. Provide conference-wide training sessions for
youth leaders, preferably once a quarter or twice
yearly, but at least annually.
11. Develop quality resources for ministry with the
Millennial generation, such as books with ministry
ideas, Bible studies, etc.
12. Create a strategic plan for youth ministry with
mission statement, vision statement, and action
plans; then implement and hold denominational
leaders accountable for attaining the goals set.
It is my prayer that in amplifying the voice of the Millennials who participated on that day more church leaders
will be brought to listen to this new generation and act on
their ideas. The mission of God’s people remains the same;
to bring the good news of Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior,
to each new generation in its own time and its own tongue.
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Stop the Sad Exodus:
Three Practical Solutions
Chris Blake
Associate Professor of English and Communication
Union College

Abstract

Students of Adventist campuses of higher education experience the finest in ministry options. When they
graduate, they often return to congregations that are much lacking the ministries to which they have been
accustomed. Three solutions for the campus are: (1) Risky Sabbath schools that involve students in outreach, (2) Youth summits, and (3) Training for involvement in local congregations.

E

very year I see my students leave a vibrant campus, and I know what’s going to happen to them.
Many will walk inside a small Adventist church
where they expect or hope to encounter excellent
preaching; soul-stirring music; honest, deep friendships
characterized by open dialogue; and attractive, imaginative,
courageous discipleship. Soon, they will be disappointed.
Soon after that, they will bolt.
Every Adventist college sets up graduates for this sad
exodus. We do it by offering years of excellent preaching;
soul-stirring music; honest, deep friendships . . .
That’s right.
Anyone who hasn’t yet heard the stories or witnessed
firsthand the North American Adventist young adult
hemorrhage is not plugged in to current realities.
Unfortunately, today’s young adults are not being trained
to thrive in hostile and sterile spiritual environments as
tough disciples of the Carpenter from Nazareth. Students
are instead recruited, targeted, coddled, and wooed like
discriminating indie music fans.
They emerge from college unprepared to face older
Adventists who believe, deep in their hearts, that most
contemporary Christian music is from the devil. That only
a traditional order of worship is sacred. That God honors
entitlement. That the week exists to point us toward the
Sabbath. That church is a denomination or building. And
that what ultimately matters most to God is what happens
inside that denomination or building.
Young adult Adventists believe, deep in their hearts,
that virtually all musical styles can laud God. That Jesus
handed down no specific order of service. That God honors

creativity and accountability and love. That the Sabbath
exists to launch us into the week. That church is a community of uneven believers. And that what ultimately matters
most to God is what happens on streets, in schools, and in
homes outside any denominational building.
Can these two heartfelt perspectives merge and flourish? What other differences exist? Moreover, what about
those who are not in the church?

Emerging Portrait

In their riveting book, unChristian, David Kinnaman
and Gabe Lyons (2007) document a three-year, groundbreaking study from The Barna Group using thousands of
interviews with people who are outside of Christianity—
“outsiders.” The researchers focused their questions on
16-29—parts of Busters (born between 1965 and 1983)
and Mosaics (born between 1984 and 2002)—highlighting
distinctions, as shown in the following table (p. 18).
Generation
Age (in 2007)
		
Older Mosaics
16-29
and Young Busters
Boomers
42-60
Elders
61+

Percent outside
of Christianity

Size in U.S.

40%

24 million

27%
23%

21 million
12 million

Because they have been the target of more marketing and media than any previous generation, Busters’
and Mosaics’ mindset is “incredibly savvy and unusually
jaded.” Relationships (think mobile phones, texting, blogs,
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Facebook) are their driving force, with one of the highest
values “being loyal to friends” (p. 22).
Furthermore, they:
• Engage in nearly constant search for fresh experiences
and new motivations.
• Disdain self-proclaimed experts and “talking head”
presentations. (“Being skeptical of leaders, products,
and institutions . . . they do not trust things that seem
too perfect.”)
• Quickly move on if not permitted to participate in
the process.
• Prefer casual and comfortable to formal and stiff.
• View life in a nonlinear way; they don’t mind contradiction and ambiguity (p. 23).
In analyzing research results, Kinnaman and Lyons refuse
to sugarcoat the situation. "The title of this book, unChristian,
reflects outsiders’ most common reaction to the faith: They
think Christians no longer represent what Jesus had in mind.”
As one outsider observed, “Christianity has become bloated
with blind followers who
would rather repeat slo“Many outsiders hold
gans than actually feel
true compassion and care.
ne g at ive opi n i ons of
Christianity has become
Christians ‘not because of
marketed and streamlined
any specific theological
into a juggernaut of fearperspective’.”
mongering that has lost its
own heart” (p. 15).
Many outsiders hold
negative opinions of Christians “not because of any specific
theological perspective. What they react negatively to is
our ‘swagger,’ how we go about things and the sense of
self-importance we project. . . . We have become famous
for what we oppose, rather than who we are for” (p. 26). In
other words, we’re barking up the wrong tree of life.
The book spotlights six broad objectionable themes
raised by outsiders (pp. 29-30):
1.
Hypocritical. Christians “pretend to be something
unreal, conveying a polished image that is not accurate .”
2.
Too focused on getting converts. Outsiders too often
“feel like targets rather than people.”
3.
Antihomosexual. Christians “show disdain for gays
and lesbians.”
4.
Sheltered. Christians “do not respond to reality
in appropriately complex ways, preferring simplistic
solutions and answers.”
5.
Too political. Christians are “overly motivated by
a political agenda.”
28

Judgmental. Outsiders doubt “that [Christians]
really love people as we say we do.” We are too quick
and too willing to judge.
What appear as self-evident truths to Christians are
anything else to others. “A minority of outsiders perceives
Christianity as genuine and real, as something that makes
sense, and as relevant to their life” (p. 27). To them, we’re
barking up the wrong tree of life.
As the book maintains, it’s not a pretty picture.
Then the really troubling news: “We must grasp the
idea that young people in our churches are . . . bringing up
some of the same challenges, questions, and doubts facing
those outside the church” (pp. 18-19).
Recently I introduced my book (a supplemental text)
Searching for a God to Love to a Union College physician
assistant class. Of the twenty-three post-grad students,
only four are Adventist. When I surveyed the class’s overall
perceptions of Christians, all six of the unChristian themes
surfaced.
“They’re two-faced hypocrites,” said one student.
“Usually I get the idea,” observed another, “that they
just want to ‘save’ me.”
“They have all the answers. But, really, they don’t even
know the questions.”
6.

Not one responded with hostility. They were simply
being honest.

Conversation over Conversion

Thankfully, Mosaics and Busters compose “the ultimate
‘conversation generations.’ They want to discuss, debate,
and question everything.” Unfortunately, outsiders convey
that “the overarching concern of Christians often seems
more about being right than about listening” (p. 33). Even
Christian young adults worry that the actual message of
Christians has become “one of self-preservation rather than
one of world restoration” (p. 35).
The Seventh-day Adventist Church is capable of
checking the six broad objections. For instance, to combat hypocrisy, we need to be transparent about our flaws
while maintaining balance with redemptive suggestions.
To counter the “sheltered” problem, we can engage youth
and young adults in real, complex situations people face.
Jim Wallis, editor of Sojourners, states, “The young
people I meet . . . [are] not happy with Christianity being
either a list of things you shouldn’t do, or just about being
nice. They want to go deeper” (p. 179).
David Kinnaman writes, “I was amazed in our research
to see how comfortable young people are with nuance and
subtlety, expressing awareness of context in complicated
and intricate issues” (p. 125). He concludes, “A faith that
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does not effectively address convoluted and thorny issues
seems out of tune with a generation asking big questions
and expressing candid doubts” (p. 126).
For a generation that prizes authenticity, a posturing
faith will not supply nourishment. In a world that is fast
unraveling, a sheltered faith will not rise to the challenge.
This generation echoes the thoughts of the Apostle Paul:
“The kingdom of God does not consist in talk but in power”
(1 Corinthians 4:20, RSV).
To stanch the hemorrhage, young adults must be
engaged and educated to thrive in our churches and world
as compassionate, creative, tough disciples.

No More Making Crazymakers

Because they can’t or won’t discuss feelings and beliefs
openly, people can become “crazymakers”—using (often
unconsciously) passive-aggressive techniques to vent their
resentments. Crazymakers employ a variety of indirect
tricks and sneak attacks.
The following five widely-known crazymaking characteristics found in Adler (2004) appear in many Adventist
young adults when they intersect with their church.
The Avoider. Avoiders refuse to discuss or engage. No
vital, deepening friendship can develop because they simply
won’t show up.
The Pseudoaccommodator. Pseudoaccommodators
pretend nothing at all is wrong. When the going gets rough,
however, they leave, explaining, “It was never good.”
The Joker. Because they are afraid to face reality
squarely, jokers constantly kid around. This behavior blocks
expression of important feelings. Eventually, jokers opt out
for something more “real.”
The Blamer. Blamers would rather point out faults than
solve problems. Through a torrent of criticism they place
everyone else on the defensive—then are sorely wounded
when others strike back.
The Benedict Arnold. Arnolds “get back at” the church
or God by ridiculing, failing to defend from attackers, and
sabotaging united efforts.
Last week I showed this list to a 26-year-old Adventist
who wrestles with church attendance. “Wow,” she said. “I’m
all of these.”
In the final analysis, the antidote to passive-aggressive
behavior exists in enabling direct, responsible communication, in creating sanctuaries—safe places—for open,
caring dialogue. Ironically, too many church sanctuaries
are anything but safe.
When a church offers honest, redemptive avenues for
expression and involvement, it stops making crazymakers.

Three Practical Solutions

Parents, pastors, and teachers tend to believe that if we
can persuade people to believe the right things, they will
act the right way. But studies don’t support this. In 1964,
psychologist Leon Festinger concluded that people are
more likely to behave their way into thinking than think
their way into behaving: We believe what we do more than
we do what we believe. Cognitive dissonance dictates we
cannot continue doing something and persist in believing
it is wrong; rather, we rationalize whatever we’re doing—It’s
all right just this time or That doesn’t apply to me, exactly.
That’s why nine days spent building a school in Honduras is better than nine years hearing in Bible classes about
the importance of Christian service. Young people come to
believe Jesus’ admonition to serve by doing it. Action creates belief. As Jesus insists, “Where your treasure is, there
will your heart be also.” Wherever we invest our energies,
resources, and time, our devotion follows.
Thus our great, golden mission is to enable people to do
Christianity. This is the best practical means of discipleship.
The following three strategic proposals move beyond
broad analysis to pragmatic involvement and training of
youth. Each proposal already has an extant infrastructure
to build upon, and thus each is eminently doable. Moreover,
each aims at discipling Christians rather than merely “getting them to go to church.”
1. Train youth and young adults each week through
ministry-driven, risky, real-world Sabbath Schools.
Laurie Evans, past president of the South Pacific Division
of Seventh-day Adventists, told me a story about his attending a conference in Australia with leaders of all Christian
denominations. One presenter, in the midst of describing
the overriding, dismal state of Sunday Schools, suddenly
stopped and pointed straight at Laurie.
“You Seventh-day Adventists,” he announced, “have the
best system in the world!”
Laurie felt a thrill of pride race through him.
“And,” the speaker added somberly, “you squander it
every week.”
At present we lose countless young people through
ineffective Sabbath Schools. Fortunately, we can use our
phenomenal Sabbath School structure to actually do
Christianity—to truly train up young people in the way
they should go—every Sabbath.
Ministry-driven Sabbath Schools revolve around Ellen
White’s classic statement, “Christianity is always intensely
practical” (1930, p. 200). While worship services should
be about worship, Sabbath Schools should be about practicing discipleship—enabling people to do Christianity.
Ministry-driven Sabbath Schools involve members in five
ministries: prayer, money, time, study, and social. These are
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the fundamentals of connecting disciples of Jesus Christ to in need. I’m so glad to know that there’s a place where
a hurting, hopeless world.
someone can go for help” (p. 35).
The format and outcomes are detailed in the book
“When I first came to Lincoln, my two teenage daughters
Reinvent Your Sabbath School (Review and Herald, 2001), were—for lack of a better word—horrible. They were into
and ministry-driven, practical Sabbath Schools have sprung anything that could possibly keep a parent awake at night
up from Florida to British Columbia, from Norway to Aus- or give a parent nightmares. The first time I brought them
tralia. All have adapted the concept to fit the needs of their to Matt Talbot Kitchen to help feed some of the homeless
local church with material support
of Lincoln, they were impressed, and
somehow (only by the grace of God)
from Center for Creative Ministry.
Something Else Sabbath School,
they slowly came around. My 21-year“ T h r o u g h i nv i g o r at i n g
a ministry-driven Sabbath School
old, who now has a baby of her own,
brainstorming, interpersonal
comes to class with me; my 18-yearin Lincoln, Nebraska, has existed
problem solving, and lively
since 1995. During that time, this
old has also turned over a new leaf.
rol
e
pl
ay
i
ng
,
Adve
nt
ist
class of about 70 regularly attending
And it was this class who helped. If it
members has raised $203,000 for 512
hadn’t been for their work, for each
young adults (including new
special projects, donated countless
individual’s prayers, for their caring,
members—and perhaps even
hours for ministries, and enabled
it would not have happened. I know,
older members) can be trained
all who attend to experience the
without a single doubt, that they
to enter any environment as
palpable joyful presence of God.
would not be where they are; in fact,
tough, savvy, compassionate
neither one of them would probably
“This class involved me from the
be alive” (pp. 36-37).
first day,” says Carole. “I was able to
disciples of our tough, savvy,
pray for people I didn’t know and
Currently, students at Union
compassionate God.”
learned names when they were put
College are implementing the minup on the board. . . . I’ve been here
istry-driven concept. Rich Carlson,
only a year, and I know this class
Union College chaplain, observes:
would do anything for me” (pp. 9-10).
“In the more than 25 years I have been at Union, this
Another class member shares, “When I came here I approach has successfully deepened the practical disciplefelt spiritually dead and depressed. I was on edge almost ship of students more than any other we have tried.”
constantly. Since I came to Something Else class my spiri2. Target youth in small churches and public schools
tual life has vastly improved, and I feel as though a great through the re-emergence of Youth Summits. This target
burden has been lifted from my shoulders. I praise God for group is an at-risk youth demographic. In Rick Lawrence’s
“Crisis in Small Churches” (1991), Barna Research Group
this class” (p. 17).
Kim, another member, reports, “The first time I found that “the beliefs, the religious activities, the relationattended this class I was unprepared for the overwhelming ships, and even the self-perceptions of teenagers attending
sense of the Holy Spirit during the prayer ministry time a small congregation consistently emerged as less healthy
and the feeling of awe of what all was being done during than was the case elsewhere.” Teenagers in small churches
the money ministry time. I knew right away that I wanted (those with less than 100 people) are much less likely than
kids in larger churches to:
to be a part of this” (p. 23).
The class has received literally hundreds of thank-you • Describe themselves as religious (down 21 percent)
cards and letters from grateful recipients of the ministries. • Say they’d emphasize religious training in their future
families (less than half as likely)
“Mere words seem inadequate to express our gratitude.
•
Read the Bible and attend worship services (down 13
Your actions are an answer to prayer as I believed God
percent and 22 percent, respectively)
would take care of our finances this month. I am overwhelmed and amazed at the kindness shown to us” (p. 30). • See the Bible as “very important” in their lives (down
13 percent)
“I don’t know who you are or who sent the monetary
Group research attributed these problems to 1) “A lack of
gift—a tangible way of saying that you love me” (p. 31).
“Thank you for coming to the rescue of this school in time and attention directed at kids”; 2) “A sparse schedule of
Pakistan. What joy you’ve brought to the school personnel youth group activities”; 3) “A shortage of qualified, trained
volunteers”; 4) “A dismal financial picture” (“one-third of
so they can continue to serve young people” (p. 33).
“Though I don’t belong to your church, I called a small-church youth workers say they have no budget for
member of your class because I heard that you help people youth ministry”); and 5) “A lack of enthusiasm for the
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ministry” (“Large numbers tend to generate excitement.
Small numbers can do just the opposite”).
While the study is dated, it’s likely that the situation for
small churches hasn’t dramatically changed for the better
since 1991. Here were Group’s recommended solutions:
“Network with other small churches; Look to parachurch
organizations for help; Develop young people as leaders; Turn small-church weaknesses into strengths; [and]
Emphasize volunteer recruiting and training programs.”
Youth Summits, developed in consultation with the
Center for Youth Evangelism (CYE), target Adventist
youth in small churches. Summits are one-day discipleship
events designed to create a large critical mass of energetic
youth and focus on involvement rather than entertainment.
Interactive mixers, dramas, discussions, music, video, workshops, and an expedition diary pepper the day (Even lunch
is a challenging activity). Recycled themes are honesty,
love, freedom, communication, and balance. In addition,
during these discipling events dozens of young people have
indicated for the first time their desire to be baptized in the
Seventh-day Adventist Church.
At one time CYE conducted 40 Summits a year
across the North American Division, with paid seminary
students gaining valuable skills by providing detailed
helps, forms, graphic arts, and administrative expertise.
High school students and their sponsors paid about
$30 (traveling up to three hours each way) to meet on
a Sabbath with scores of other small church and public
school students. The $30 fee included lunch and a Youth
Summit commemorative tee shirt—and CYE still turned
a modest profit with each Summit.
While original Youth Summit materials still exist,
modern Summits should be adapted and technologically
updated using similar resources, creativity, and emphasis
given to modern-day Pathfinder Camporees. (Haven’t
Camporees been adapted and updated?)
It’s time small church and public school Adventists
were treated as first-class members.
3. Educate college students through campus ministries, so that when they leave college they don’t de facto
leave the church. The kernel of this idea is to organize
college (and university) chaplains to develop their own
system for educating and training students to effectively
enter small/different/narrow-minded/boring local churches
after graduation and make a redemptive, realistic difference.
This is a huge gap in our system—a gap we ought to
be addressing. When we merely provide excellent college
worship experiences, we set our students up for unsatisfying
post-graduation church experiences and early exits. That’s
when many young adults bolt like Usain.

As unChristian points out, we as a church must address
all six of the broad themes. What if college chaplains developed (using their campus ministry resources) an ongoing
training class for juniors and seniors? Suppose troublesome
scenarios (complete with pictures) were posed. How will
collegiate young adults handle these real-life problems?
• Church offices perennially locked up
• Attendance down, tensions up, morale dropping
• Discussions monopolized by vocal minority
• Judgmental finger pointing and loveless, “crazymaker”
climate
• Unwillingness to deal with reality and necessary change
• Ethical compromise by church leader
Through invigorating brainstorming, interpersonal
problem solving, and lively role playing, Adventist young
adults (including new members—and perhaps even older
members) can be trained to enter any environment as tough,
savvy, compassionate disciples of our tough, savvy, compassionate God. When this “adaptation” class is combined with
the know-how to start their own ministry-driven Sabbath
School (with a few like-minded disciples), our young people
will have the wherewithal to spiritually thrive.
Youth and young adults are built for action. I urge
the Symposium to include these three ideas in its action
recommendations and, as far as plausible, enable them
to practically take root across the Adventist church and
educational landscape.
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"There They Go"

Short Term Mission Trips
As a Metaphor and Model for
Youth Slipping out the Back Door
Steve Case
President of Involve Youth

Abstract

Millennials slip out the back door of church involvement for a variety of reasons. One currently popular
youth ministry activity, Short-Term Mission Trips (STMT), provides a metaphor and a model for this
phenomenon. STMT take into account both positive and negative elements as well as a host of factors
with intensities that vary from one millennial to another. Utilizing STMT as a metaphor, and the varieties
within the model, demonstrate the complexity of the issue rather than providing a singular and simplistic
explanation and solution. Inherent in this model is a proactive sending motif rather than a passive clinging for retention.

“E

very young person must go on a short
term mission trip!” exclaims the recent
returnee from a project in Honduras.
Although stated with enthusiasm and
sincerity, it begs the question, “Really?”
During the past few decades short-term mission trips
(STMT) increased exponentially and became a moniker for
youth ministries considered successful. But do they truly
qualify as “a must”? Could they merely be the latest fad that
will soon be stored in digital video vaults like scrapbooks
from bygone days?
I’ve led scores of STMT for literally thousands of people.
The majority have been for young people, but some have
been multi-generational or multi-grouped or congregational.
The youngest participant reached three months during our
project, and the oldest I’ve had was 84. And while most
reports of STMT provide glowing stories, I know that much
goes unreported, both positive and negative.
While I certainly remain extremely optimistic about
STMT, my response to “Every young person must go on a
short term mission trip!” is “Not necessarily.”
But rather than creating a platform to support or question STMT, I’d like to present STMT as a metaphor and a
model for youth slipping out the back door of the church.
This relates not only to why some youth leave the church
and why others remain, it also highlights a way to do youth

ministry. Both positive and negative elements make up the
description. Identifying elements of the model will springboard some to the analogy of youth leaving the church.
For others, an explanation of the analogy may be helpful.
And for still others, the result might be a rejection of the
metaphor or model. Hopefully, it will all lead to helpful
dialogue on the topic of youth slipping out the back door
of the church.
But before presenting the model, a few foundational
statements and questions for awareness should be made.
For example, this problem is not limited to young people;
adults are leaving, too (Duin, 2008; Cornforth, 1995). Nor
is it only a Seventh-day Adventist problem; other denominations face it as well (Miley, 2002). Those who attribute the
problem to one specific factor over-simplify the problem.
Questions to consider include the following. Is staying
in the church the ultimate goal? Is success measured
by numbers (Claiborne and Haw, 2008)? Is spirituality
something achieved at one point in time, or is it dynamic,
fluctuating like the ocean tides? Are we obsessing about a
North American problem that accounts for less than eight
percent of the Seventh-day Adventists throughout the
world? Does our financial muscle demand this attention? Is
spirituality more about give (What do you offer at church?)
or take (What do you get from church?). And does this
change from time to time? Finally, what lens do we look
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through when considering this question (Henderson and
Casper, 2007); the lens of mission? Theology? Psychology?
Sociology? Culture? Business? Emotion?
With these statements and questions tucked into the
back of your mind, consider STMT as a metaphor and a
model for youth ministry and as it relates to youth slipping
out the back door of the church.

Positive Elements of STMT

If you’ve participated in a STMT, your images of the
topic might be colored by that experience. Was it positive
or negative? Transformational or “just another trip”? Challenging or merely frustrating? “A one time experience” or
something you’d like to repeat? Pricey or priceless?
STMT can’t easily be classified into one category. One
common type is the evangelistic brand in which participants
visit a foreign country and preach evangelistic sermons to
the nationals, much like Adventists did throughout North
America 50 years ago (or even more recently). A second
type focuses on medical missionary work, with skilled
medical staff and fledgling assistants providing free clinics
in primitive areas that lack medical care. Still another type
centers on constructing an urgently needed building like a
school or church or housing. In this setting, skilled laborers
must navigate a blend of
efficiency in construction
with unskilled volunteer
“For many, God becomes
involvement. Yet another
real and personal during
type of STMT utilizes a
a STMT. The bonding
broad array of community service activities,
relationships might
such as children’s ministry
prepare the soil or create
(VBS), painting builda climate in which
ings, cleaning up trash,
participants attribute new
providing potable water
and valued experiences to
or even playing sports or
other games with nationGod.”
als. And some STMT get
classified as “observation”
mission trips in which participants tour places of need
or places where needs have already been met. Photo and
video recordings typify these rendezvous with VIPs as
well as specially selected commoners. Exposure to heartwrenching need connects potential donors to opportunities.
Ribbon-cutting ceremonies occur during follow up visits.
STMT come in a variety of categories.
The potent impact of STMT tops the list of reasons why
people participate. While these affect the nationals served,
the primary drive has more to do with the volunteers. But
few can deny the mutuality and even the synergy that frequently occur. For some, it’s only a temporary event, albeit,
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powerful. For others, it creates a watershed experience,
complete with paradigm shifts. STMT challenge the status
quo immediately. And no two are the same. For young
people accustomed to putting off significance until later
in life, the need to be needed NOW shocks many. New
identities form more easily due to necessity—“We’ve got
to have everyone’s help in order to finish this wall before
dark!” Such intensity and drawing power provide purpose
and direction in lives that have been on moratorium.
It’s one thing to memorize vocabulary for a Spanish
test. It’s quite another thing to dialogue with strangers eager
to speak to you in Spanish. It’s one thing to get trained
in endless paperwork and medical insurance protocol in
addition to deferring to the many experts and specialists
“above you.” It’s quite another thing to give injections to
those in the long line after just 15 minutes of training from
the frantic nurse begging for your assistance at the outdoor
clinic. It’s one thing to be fenced outside of a construction
site due to safety and security concerns. It’s quite another
thing to put up the walls your first day on the job. It’s one
thing to sit as a token youth in a church board meeting
that spends 20 minutes debating whether a new coat rack
should have six hooks or seven hooks. It’s quite another
thing to preach to 80 believers and 40 visitors for a church
service with no place to meet except under a tree, and then
the rain begins to fall. On a STMT, you are needed, and
you’re needed now!
Any prolonged time spent together as a group offers
an opportunity for deeper relationships and cohesion—
sometimes referred to as “bonding.” In retreat settings,
get acquainted activities and games and even simulations
can draw people together. But STMT demand it based on
reality. Leaders can be intentional and actually expedite
bonding, but the STMT itself is the catalyst. Faced with
so many changes, an unfamiliar environment, the need
to pull together to accomplish a goal beyond one’s grasp,
participants learn to rely on each other in ways never
attempted back home (Case, 2004). Difficulties and even
conflict must be worked through since escape, diversion, or
channel-surfing aren’t options. Affirmation comes through
service rendered, gestures of appreciation from nationals,
worshiping together, and relational depth. It’s not always
pretty, but both the journey and the destination make it
worthwhile.
For many, God becomes real and personal during a
STMT. The bonding relationships might prepare the soil
or create a climate in which participants attribute new
and valued experiences to God. But perhaps the primary
conduit for directing participants to God is venturing
outside of personal comfort zones in a STMT. Feeling out
of control and being out of control foster a new, real, and
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sincere dependence on God. Too often this reality seems
clouded or even non-existent in the lives of so many Western young people. On most STMT, participants find it to
be undeniable. Having a printed and endorsed procedure
isn’t as worthwhile as a flexibility that enables a person to
“go with the flow.” In these settings, God is vibrant and
alive rather than humanly constrained and contained.
Miracles occur, either because of God’s intervention or
connecting to supernatural forces or because occurrences
take place beyond the understanding of the participants.
Whatever the cause, participants find it easy to label this
as “God.” Such labels often fall into line with explanations
by the nationals as well. In the words of Scripture, “These
[miraculous signs] are written that you may believe that
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing
you may have life in his name.” (John 20:31, NIV) The
prayers for and the evidences of miracles on STMT lead
many participants to place their trust in God.
Regardless of whether or not a person follows God,
service to others yields personal benefits to the servant.
God set it up this way as a law of the universe (White, 1940).
STMT inherently include service. Even those lacking a
passion for God can experience the flow of God’s activity
through them as they serve others. The thrill of combining
the divine with the human in such endeavors often leads the
participant to ask, “What is this wonderful feeling I get from
‘working’?” A wise leader can introduce the participant to
Jesus Christ by explaining that the participant is living the
Christian lifestyle of service. And yes, it is rewarding, now
and in the future.
Adults have several roles to play, even in STMT
designed specifically for young people. Financing an
expensive youth endeavor typically includes adults. Few
adults will resist an adolescent’s request for funds to be a
missionary. The only question is not “will you?” but “how
much?” No wonder so many young people can fund their
participation in STMT—just send letters to church members, relatives, and friends (Case, 2007).
Adults also function as skilled and wise leaders, as
well as support staff. Medical and construction STMT
must have at least some personnel with skill, preferably
as coaches rather than superstars. Usually adults fill that
role. Even evangelistic meetings with youth speakers and
musicians will have adults behind the scenes to prepare
and debrief those who get up front. Some adults will serve
in administrative positions so that the young people get
more of a “hands on” experience rather than organizing
and administering details and behind-the-scenes minutia.
When it comes to clothing and hair styles, media
selection, jargon, and “hanging”, most young people look
to their peers. But when it comes to spirituality, purpose

in life, and tough issues, most youth sense that peers have
little to offer in contrast to more experienced life travelers.
Approachable adults who can listen (Strommen, 1988)
in addition to sharing pertinent wisdom, provide ideal
mentors (Borgman, 1997) for youth on STMT. By nurturing
personal relationships between adults and youth, cognitive,
affective, and communal development occurs (Gillespie,
1988). The spiritual leader takes the lead in debriefing the
experiences for participants in the group setting. Other
adults fulfill that role in
one-to-one interchanges
(Case, 1994). Instead of
“Regardless of whether or
looking for right answers,
not a person follows God,
mentors dialogue and
service to others yields
shape the faith of
personal benefits to the
the young person by
servant.”
providing structure and
development for new
experiences.
Who participates in STMT? It’s not limited to young
people. And Seventh-day Adventists are by no means the
only denomination involved. Many are “first-timers,” while
others return, hopefully knowing that no two STMT are the
same. Some will go only once, and the reasons vary. Others
become STMT junkies or move on to student missionary
stints of a year or more. And some continue to the role of
career missionaries.
STMT are costly in terms of finances, time, energy,
influence, personnel, and planning. There will always be
critics who question the investment (Sparks, 2008). The
issues raised should be considered, and changes made
where appropriate and worthwhile.
But when you send young people out on STMT, when
supporters gather and say, “There they go,” the young
people will have many reasons to return. And those who
send them out will have reasons to rejoice when the young
people do go, as well as when they return. If asked, “Do
your young people leave the church?” we can answer with
joy, “Of course; we send them out!”

Positive Analogies of STMT

Considering the previous description of STMT, what
would be the analogies to church, young people, and their
involvement in contrast to slipping out the back door?
Your involvement in church colors your loyalty to
it. Are you a supporter or a critic? Institutional or freespirited? Is your attendance and participation regular or
spotty? Invigorating or boring? Challenging or merely
frustrating?
Churches can’t easily be classified into one category
(Gane, 1997). One common type is evangelistic in which
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members seek to bring others to join their congregation
(Tutsch, 1992). A second type looks more professional,
with high quality productions by paid staff supported by
committed members stressed by their busyness in their own
professions. Still another type has a “get’er done” attitude
that accomplishes tangible results but spends little time
on the intangibles. Yet another type of church focuses on
the social gospel. And some churches could be classified
as “observation” or spectator churches in which members
come and sit. Such churches are all some people want.
Some take pride if their preacher can be seen or heard by
others via the internet, video, or on television.
Perhaps the top reason people are members of a church
is the potent holding power of tradition—they grew up in the
church, or their affiliation began so long ago that tradition
has replaced their original commitment. While the church
can affect the community, its primary drive has more to do
with the members (McLaren, 2004). Some of the members
contact the community, and vice versa. A percentage make
this their lifestyle, while the rest do it infrequently. Churches
maintain the status quo, and many are quite similar. By
promoting niceness, conformity in a few key areas, and
not rocking the boat, a model young person will fulfill the
church’s expectations (Smith and Denton, 2005). Those in
charge expect young people to follow the established path.
Youth who do so get rewarded with junior positions or token
roles in which it takes years to earn the opportunity to count
money or read a verse from Scripture in front of a group.
Others have to put their spiritual lives on moratorium or
face resistance. Many choose to leave quietly.
It’s one thing to memorize a text of Scripture. It’s quite
another thing to preach about it for the church service. It’s
one thing to hand out brochures that promote adult-created
programs. It’s quite another thing for young people to be
given the authority to create these on their own. It’s one
thing to be excluded from the power positions in the church.
It’s quite another thing to be put in charge of a church
ministry and be given a budget, too. It’s one thing to wait
until you have decades of experience watching others lead
at church. It’s quite another thing to lead while you still
have idealism, vision, and energy (Blake, 2007).
Coming together once a week, or once or twice a
month, usually late, hardly creates community. The focus
of a church service is worship to God; not fellowship among
believers. Flitting from one person to another after the
worship service allows for pseudo-community at most.
Keeping the routine the same ensures predictably muted
results. Affirmation remains superficial. It often appears
to be pretty but not usually worthwhile.
For many, God is detached and institutional during a
church worship program (Gladden, 2003; Knight, 1995).
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Going through the motions can be done in one’s sleep,
and many do sleep during the gathering. By following the
routine, even poor preparation doesn’t matter. The show
will go on whether God shows up or not. The goal seems
to be comfort with a limited smile.
Scripture provides examples of miracles, and current
examples come from other countries or published writers
or itinerant preachers. Listeners find it difficult to label this
as “God” and wonder if and where God might be active in
their church or in their personal lives today.
The typical church has a minority of members serving
to the point of exhaustion with the majority choosing not
to serve, at least not through existing means. The few who
serve rarely can pause to taste the thrill of combining the
divine with the human.
Adults play all the roles, even in activities labeled for
young people. If there is a budget for young people, it must
be financed by bake sales, car washes, or other fund-raisers.
Adults rarely have training in youth ministry. Most adult
youth leaders are parents of the current youth—youth who
think they already know everything their parents have to
share.
Who participates in church? Usually adults. This is the
case for most denominations. Once in a while somebody
visits. There are those who skip for months and don’t seem
to miss a thing. Some move, transfer, or graduate. Others
find their niche and continue for years.
When churches fail to send their young people out of
church to minister to others, the youth have few reasons
to return, nor do others look for their return. Adults who
have a firm grip on specific roles or church offices don’t
have to release them to younger people.

Negative Elements of STMT

Although few people will criticize STMT, somebody
should. How else can inherent weaknesses be changed,
adjustments made, and fallacious expectations prevented?
Here are some examples.
By their very nature, STMT are “short-term.” While
many hope STMT will spark a new, consistent, intensely
spiritual lifestyle, STMT simply don’t last. Participants
find it easy to slip back into the status quo once they return
home. An unforgettable experience, effervescent reporting, and maintaining the network of new relationships
via current technology may lengthen the glow. But for
most participants, in a relatively short time the experience
becomes little more than a memory.
Integrating STMT into daily living seems so
“foreign.” The challenging living conditions, regular
routine, simplicity, tangible changes, guided spiritual
formation, feeling needed, communal living, increased
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awareness from contrasts, and overwhelming affirmation STMT are the net to catch all young people, you will need
blend to make STMT unforgettable, but also difficult to to fish in a very small pond or even a bathtub rather than
transfer into life back home. Analysis seems hostile to in larger bodies of water. As worthwhile as STMT might
the wholistic experience. Yet few of the elements that be, they are not the “one and only” for youth ministry. And
make STMT so potent can be found in the lifestyles of even those you catch in your net might be there against
contemporary Western young people. Some seek to their own volition!
make home just like the mission field. Others begin
Because the world has become a global neighborhood,
a search for another fix by signing up for additional sometimes labeled as a return to the flat earth (Friedman,
STMT. But most do nothing (Mack and Stiles, 2000) and 2005), the possibility of STMT has increased. With inforquickly fall back into previous lifestyles, demonstrating mation and travel accessible to the masses, STMT can be
added to any person’s yearly goals. This stands in contrast
in statistical terms a “regression to the mean.”
For those deadened by sensory overload from to making a life-long commitment to being a missionary.
simultaneous multiple sources, STMT can be shocking. The need to learn a new language, develop useful skills, live
The simple focus, devoid of so many distractions, leads away from family and other support systems for years, comparticipants deeper so their engagement enters a realm of municate via air mailed letters, and rear a family in a foreign
intensity previously unfathomed. Positive values ascend to culture no longer create barriers to mission participation,
their rightful place as busyness, clutter, and superficiality at least when it comes to STMT.
And with an increasing desire for seemingly extreme
fall away. Free of the clamoring pulls from their typical
lives, participants garner their personal resources for a experiences, a person needs only time and money, and it’s
common goal and reap the benefits. But when they return theirs. STMT have placed missions into the commodity
from their trip to their old world of sensory overload, few market for consumers. And those who pay even receive
feel equipped to maintain the STMT lifestyle. Realizing income tax deductions! Praise the Lord! Seventh-day
they cannot live with such focused
Adventists are by no means the only
intensity for one goal, they splinter into
ones in the business. It’s not only estab“Because organizations sell
a myriad of competing purposes. They
lished denominations; parachurch
seem ill-prepared or unwilling to carry
organizations have entered the market
the experience, consumers
over a singular purpose that requires
place. And don’t limit this to even
determine its benefit on a
discernable choice-making in their
religious entities (peace corps mission
cost to value ratio.”
world of mindless diversity.
statement).
Without doubting that miracuBecause organizations sell the
lous changes and epiphanies occur on
experience, consumers determine
STMT, it doesn’t happen every time. Those involved in this its benefit on a cost to value ratio. If the payback fails to
relatively new form of missions prefer to go on more STMT meet or exceed the investment, the consumer will invest
rather than quantify a lack of results or conduct research. elsewhere next time. If the trend flatlines or begins to drop,
Leaders would rather trumpet how many new volunteers other options become more attractive. For retention in
went on this last trip than follow up on those from the consumer oriented STMT, each experience must exceed the
previous year who didn’t return for another round. Some previous one, or at least exceed the consumer’s expectations.
might want only a brief taste of STMT. Others become The purist who ignores the consumer orientation in the
STMT junkies. And some burn out.
STMT market economy can easily feel isolated. Cynicism,
The short-term nature of STMT makes it difficult to rooted in anger, might brew when isolated in a mixture of
prepare the participant, teach necessary skills, create an self-righteousness and mercenary service. Without some
experience, equip for applications following the trip, and type of positive feedback, few will continue in a positive
give proper attention to the nationals you serve. Many direction. While STMT usually provide lots of affirmation,
important elements slip through the cracks. Some volun- that’s not always the case.
teers absorb neglected factors anyway, but the majority don’t
Although glowing reports about STMT might seem too
do that without clear direction and debriefing. Before you good to be true, usually they are true. However, few include
know it, time is up.
the negative experiences that also occur or develop during
STMT participants can hardly be considered the norm. many STMT. Construction projects aren’t always able to
The high adventure label that intrigues some, keeps others obtain necessary materials in a timely manner. Conflicts
away. Cost limits many. Time constraints affect others. arise between various leaders, whether they are volunteers
And a certain group simply has no interest in STMT. If disagreeing with other volunteers or possibly with the host
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leaders and local cultural issues. Complications for evangelistic meetings might be attributed to the devil rather
than to poor planning. Outpost clinics don’t have quality
control, and the guest medical experts depart before negative
residuals come back to haunt the hosts. Nationals scheduled
to make a good showing don’t always comply.
Due to the intensity of many STMT, un-Christlike
character qualities easily get exposed and egos clash in a
variety of arenas. While these can provide labyrinths for
spiritual transformation, the typical response is to ignore,
hide, or run from the unpleasant revelations. When we
aren’t accustomed to handling these in a spiritual manner,
it may be awkward to attempt such an approach in the
STMT setting.
For each testimony you hear about a young person who
made a publicly noticeable contribution, you can estimate
that at least ten times as many spent that time in seemingly unimportant roles. Washing dishes, sweeping floors,
sifting sand, grading Bible study worksheets, or counting
vitamin pills in a back room rarely results in accolades or
testimonies.
Although few people would believe that all STMT
are only positive and never negative, the lack of balanced
reporting has created an unhealthy and unprofitable code
of silence. Breaking the silence will be painful, but the
viability and vitality of STMT in the near future necessitate
this openness that will lead to improved action.

Negative Analogies of STMT

Perhaps you have already made the analogies from the
negative elements of STMT to church, young people, and
why they slip out the back door or remain in the church.
Consider the following analogies.
The adolescent years seem like a short period of time to
adults, but they equate to eternity for teens. Hoping young
people will just “hold on” and “hang around” for this length
of time yields a mirage for adults (Dudley, 2000). On the
other hand, a robust and purposeful youth ministry for even
a year or two doesn’t extend throughout a person’s entire
adolescence. A spiritual awakening, a baptism on graduation weekend, a unique service project, even preaching a
series of evangelistic sermons, should not be considered
complete spiritual growth for young people. The process
must continue (Dudley, 1978). In basic Greek verb tenses,
the “continuous present tense” rather than the “aorist past
tense” describes a living faith.
Integrating one’s faith into daily life challenges people
of all ages, not simply the youth. Seventh-day Adventists
need a reorientation to become “Seven Day Adventists.”
When we act holy on the seventh day and “normal” on
the other six days, we have failed to integrate our faith into
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our lives. Transitioning from a compartmentalized faith to
consistent faith demonstrates movement toward maturity
(Rice, 2002). Involvement with others from the family of
faith outside of church walls and scheduled church events
broadens our capability to live for Jesus in the world without
succumbing to worldliness. At the same time, it prods the
formal congregation to continue to connect God to the
world, and vice versa.
Churches that seek to become all things to all people
by going into hyperdrive with activities will either burn out
or develop a Christian para-lifestyle—living in a Christian
bubble, an institutionalized sub-culture that obscures interior realities by utilizing all of its resources to maintain a
busy and superficial calendar. Only churches with a clear
and simple focus on God will be able to direct others into
the depth they crave but often short-circuit because of their
fear of missing out on one more thing.
Those involved in the routine of church life or the thrill
of evangelistic endeavors with positive results prefer to continue with what works rather than quantify a lack of results or
conduct research. Leaders would rather trumpet how many
joined the church from the last series than follow up on those
from the previous series who no longer attend or have become
stale. Some might want only a brief taste of church. Others
become church junkies. And some burn out.
Many find it difficult to balance nurture and outreach.
Ideally they feed each other, but oftentimes one flourishes
while the other languishes. And some have no interest
in church, much less the nuances within its structure. If
church is the net to catch everyone, God has more boundaries than Jesus did. Equating the visible church with God
distorts and limits God. Bringing people to church has
value. But it’s time to think in terms of taking the church
to people (McLaren and Campolo, 2003).
Megachurches, and those that seek to imitate them,
illustrate the consumer nature churches can take. “Size
matters” might match the triumphal entry of Christ into
Jerusalem, but it hardly mirrors the crucifixion less than
a week later. While religious leaders in the time of Christ
continued a theology of being the head rather than the
tail, there’s no excuse for making that emphasis today. A
consumer-oriented church trades Christ for the marketplace
and exchanges dependence on God for the praise and support of consumers. In contrast, the self-sacrificing ethos and
actions Christ modeled for his followers present a boldly
alternative lifestyle by choice. The disciples mirrored it, as
recorded in the book of Acts. We have the invitation to do
the same today.
Churches with only positive reports have seriously
under-reported stories. It’s time to admit our heinous
need at this time and break the code of silence. It’s time to
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reveal the hidden stories that so many already know about
anyway. Let’s be honest and open enough to deal with this.
We’ve ignored it for too long.

What Now?

Fortunately, at this point of crisis, there is a glimmer
of hope. Individuals and groups will continue to fight the
fight of faith, in their own lives, in the life of the church,
and interfacing with those outside of the church. Our
dependence on the love and acceptance of God, the gift of
Jesus, and the power of the Holy Spirit will all be necessary.
We have come to the point at which we can no longer
deny the problem. Our youth have already slipped out the
back door, along with many adults. Hope will come only
after we suffer the grief of this reality (Brueggemann, 1986).
For those who have been left behind, it’s time to come
together and seek God. Until we have his power afresh,
we will simply be rearranging chairs on the deck of the
Titanic. Great ideas or new programs are only that. What
we actually need is God! We wring our hands because too
many youth have left. What they need and desire is God,
not more church activities.
Instead of attempting to hold the youth inside the
church or strapping them to the deck of the Titanic, let’s
send them out to serve the world in Jesus’ name. Let’s
not fall victim to moping or doing “more of the same” or
ignoring the departure of young people from the church.
Instead, let’s become proactive and send them out from
our churches in the name of Jesus and the real power of
the Holy Spirit to serve the multiple needs of others. Let’s
proclaim, “There they go!” and then pray for them and
welcome them when they return. Let’s bandage them where
needed, encourage, challenge, and listen to what God has
been doing through their lives. Then we can change from
mourning to celebration when we say, “There they go!”
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Abstract

Recent church attendance statistics indicate a high percentage of the millennial generation is exiting their
local faith communities–either openly rejecting the values or silently slipping away. In addition to these two
types of departure lies a third group not included in the statistics that appear faithful through attendance
but in reality are disconnected. Should we combine these three categories our only success is retention
with engagement. Which begs the answer to this question: Retention and engagement with what? Our
once proclaimed uniform Adventist identity is crumbling by globalization. Today within two streets of
each other you can experience practically opposite style churches – all justified under the new banner of
culture. By honestly evaluating our theology we should be able to change the models in place that produce
our current confused Adventist identity. Could we establish a flexible identity in a corporate image? Does
the millennial generation leave because they choose or are forced? It is time to create a new leadership
culture that embraces a more balanced Seventh-day Adventist Identity.

A

Introduction

ston Martin car makers recently produced a new
model called the DBS, with a price tag $50,000
above its sister DB9. BBC Top Gear reviewers
acclaimed that at first glance the cars look like
identical twins, bar their car badge. However, upon closer
examination one could notice that every little detail in
the new DBS is better if by a small or large amount than
her sister DB9. The question to be answered was if those
changes were worth the extra $50,000. To Aston Martin
and their customers the answer would and should be yes.
It is this attention to detail that has made Aston Martin
attain a reasonable lead at times in high-end touring race
cars. It is this lack of attention to detail in our faith community that has made us complacent with our status quo.
Are we truly honest and open in our evaluation? Do we
push the constructive criticisms aside as malicious thoughts
to be ignored? Why do we improperly use our remnant
theology as an example of why our numbers are low and
the millennial generation is leaving through the back door?
Why are the Adventist communities that are generating
growth or success sometimes branded as marveling after
the beast in Revelation or with hidden political agendas? Is

our current leadership culture pessimistic in nature? Are we
naturally inclined to accept failure? Do we give too much
credit to the dark side? Have we given up and accepted the
Laodicea “lukewarm” description as our reality?
If we were to honestly evaluate our local community of
faith and be faithful to the data gathered, we would be faced
with only one result – change is inevitable. The reason we
do not change is simply because we only pretend to evaluate
our faith.

Face the Crisis

Five years ago a youth pastor met with eleven churches
in a district with passionate members who were dissatisfied
with ticking over. Through a simple evaluation process,
tracing their history and efforts, they concluded that should
nothing else change all eleven churches would have to close
down within 10-20 years. It was because of this reality with
a new model of youth leadership development that a dying
community agreed to radical change. Five years on now,
they have a new growing community of unchurched individuals connecting and discovering. Even if they had not
been part of drawing new people into a saving relationship
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with Jesus the fact that they were willing to change and try
something new has to be commended in itself.
Some wait for change and others seek it. The leaders
in any industry are those who can dream of the future.
Not always getting it right but willing to dream. I love the
Seventh-day Adventist faith community too much to simply
sit down and watch it float on by. My mind-set belongs to an
emerging generation that has appeared in times of transition – deeply seeking authentic revival. In this dearth of
active faith and routine Christian action, we seek dialogue.
Eight years ago a young ministerial couple started a
youth journal called the Y Files (granted the name was a
spin off from the X-Files yet with kosher material). It was
to eventually become the HUB Youth Journal currently in
publication. At its onset, they had created the following
mantra on the back cover.
….because we have ideas but we’re ignored, because
we’re crying and no one listens, because our passion
doesn’t count and our energy is suspicious, because
sometimes we’re lost and sometime we just want to be
found, because we make mistakes, because we’re young
and “inexperienced,” because we just have to push the
boundaries, because we question tradition, long for
meaning, and want the truth, because we’re dying for
a challenge but no one will give us a break, because we
need a revolution, but we’re told to negotiate, because
we’re brilliant and we’ve got guts and we’re unique and
God loves us and we can do things that one else can do
NO MATTER HOW OLD THEY ARE….
For all these reasons, and in spite of our faults, Christ
is our Savior.
The response at the time from leadership was mixed
reviews of acceptance and wise counsel and an offer of
therapy. But the desired effect (which was a cry for someone
to engage their generation into a conversation) was missing.
They are not satisfied with the status quo. They are not
satisfied that we have dialogued. They are not interested
in words without action. I wonder if we can find a flexible Adventist identity in a corporate Adventist Church?
Globalization and the information highway have created a
new world for our faith community to travel in. No longer
do we rely on others for data; we now experience it ourselves and find that the items that use to hold us together
have lost some of their bonding strength. So much so that
our Adventist identity is in crisis. We provide elementary
answers to complex issues. We ignore and suppress the
questions that cause us doubt and hope that repetition
and volume will contain and quench the quest for truth.
We allow our cynicism to become our faith and spend
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more time in speculation than in the Word itself. All this
has lead to a clash in our Adventist identity so that today
these words of a renown retired minister ring true. “When
I joined the church it meant something. Today the difference between our church and other Christians and even the
great-unwashed multitude is often hardly distinguishable.
All we have is our message–nothing more–but what a message and how relevant, but we water it down or put it in the
fridge, and no one is challenged or inspired to respond to
it” (Anonymous, personal communication, July 2, 2008).
To this challenge I suggest that this simple position
paper is only a small part of the possible solution toward
a higher rate of retention in our church. I am aware that
physical attendance is not the premier indicator of living
faith. And I am equally aware that non-attendance is not
the best symbol of faith searching. Yet for the sake of simplicity in a complex subject and as a term of reference for
success, the successful state would be observed as weekly
attendance and engagement in their local faith community.
It is time for change.

Why They Leave

I suggest, in a similar fashion to the game Clue, that
the millennial generation is leaving through the back door
in broadly three ways – as described in the gospel of Luke
chapter 15. They either gently wander away or they remain
disconnected or they openly reject the core values.
Wandering away is by far one of the most common
paths and one that is not necessarily intentional but rather
gradual. It runs from those who simply move to a new
faith community and find that they don’t have anything in
common really with anyone, through to those who start to
sleep in Saturday morning and soon forget their connection and weekly renewal. As one young adult explains: “I
honestly just found myself in a new city and the church
was so ***** boring. I tried it for a few weeks, and no one
cared. It’s hard to break into the cliques. I found it easier to
listen to religious music Saturday morning….now I am just
busy and need a new type of rest –get it? I have new mates
who care, and they mean the life to me….I’d do anything
for them and they would do anything for me….I do miss
the ole Church….” (Anonymous, personal communication,
July 3, 2008).
There are those who are in the faith community who
attend and yet are quite disconnected with its movement.
They were once most passionate and now seek alternative
ways to express that passion. They see the inconsistency and
wish to change it but quit after a while. As expressed by this
young adult: “For my own part I’ve never felt comfortable
being part of a community I see as dogmatic, unreflective,
and without a mission relevant to the challenges of modern
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society. I also feel that at the heart of Adventism is a form of
cultural imperialism. This was made all the more clear in a
recent example when I learned of the guidelines the GC issues
for church pension fund investment. It specifically states that
you cannot invest in breweries (which is understandable
although unsympathetic to a 3000-year-old European coping mechanism). What upsets me is that there is no clause
forbidding investment in weapons manufactures, which is
surely the more reprehensible. I feel this is because Americans are blind to their own cultural norms (i.e. the right to
bear arms) and simply can’t see that for a church to have a
vested interest in instruments of death is unacceptable. What
possible comment on war or peace could such an institution
dare to make when called upon? How can a church which
identifies itself with the three angels compromise their capacity to advocate for peace? As somebody who is concerned
with the legitimacy of the Christian voice and the impact of
moral choices with genuine worldly impacts (surely more
important than what day you go to church) I’ve reached a
point where I no longer consider myself Adventist. I don’t
see this as a tragedy but a new beginning and an opportunity
to peruse Christian truth without having to apologize for
the idiosyncrasies of Adventism” (Anonymous, personal
communication, July 14, 2008).
Then there are those who openly leap out and will
not be part of the faith community. Their story comes
from pain and at core a disagreement with key values. As
this exchange indicates: “My exit was a bit less “slipping
out the back door” and a bit more–‘leave out through the
front door, slam it on the way out, and give the door the
finger.’ The Adventist Church does not work for me on so
many levels but most importantly: 1. I’m gay. 2. I don’t
really believe in the concept of sin. My leaving has been
good for me--yet not entirely without pain. I have likened
the Adventist Church to ‘an abusive family member’ --not
necessarily abusive to everyone in the family but abusive
to me (e.g., gay folks are sinners versus a slightly more
‘enlightened’ view). Have I lost you yet? I know this may
be somewhat ‘woo woo’ and ‘out there,’ but hopefully you
will bear with me. Allow me to finally get to the POINT
of this long arduous letter (everything up to this point has
simply been context). In short--I’ve left. I’m not coming
back, but I still feel benevolently toward the church…. I
suspect that the reason so many of us leave the church (other
than the fact that the church tends to educate us--critically
thinking can be a dangerous thing) is that it is SO easy to
leave. We simply chose to go and go….I hope this is helpful. I am proud that I was raised an Adventist. I’m just as
proud that I’ve left. I think the church has a place in this
world, and I think more people should be in it. I know--a

rather confusing dichotomy--but that is where I am at” (SS,
personal communication, July 3, 2008).

How Do We Re-Engage?

How do we re-engage and refresh our Adventist Identity
so that those who are searching find the church a safe place
to do so? Those who are anxious for meaning find causes
worth believing in and know that the Kingdom of God calls
you to action. And those who are discovering their purpose
know that the church has direction, which it is able to share
with clarity. How do we shake off the shackles that allow us
to be free with each other? (Yaconelli, 2002, p. 27).
To carry out ministry within the millennial maze
requires us to not simply focus on new programs or a clever
order of service or more PowerPoint with BOSE surround
sound and reclining chairs. The call to renewal lies in,
according to McLaren (2000), “a new systems approach
to program--an approach that anticipates change” (p. 42).
Ministry needs to seek, crave, and desire the flexibility to
change if and when needed. We should welcome and expect
healthy change.

Theology

To handle change well means that we have to be
grounded, and for too long we have not addressed the
Theology of Youth and Young Adult Ministry. As asked
by Dean (2001), “What are your theological rocks? Which
of your beliefs about God matter the most to you? Do you
have a theological conviction that serves as the hub of your
beliefs and practices?” (p. 15). If you were to take at least
five areas such as Salvation, Second Coming, Sanctuary,
Sabbath, and Service and review your understanding of
each would you agree that a different interpretation would
lead to alternative ministry options? Our understanding of
the nature of Christ affects our view of salvation. Our view
of salvation in turns affects our view of grace and forgiveness. Which has implications for when we fail and how
we handle that in the church. Injustice from inconsistency
while upholding the banner is beyond belief. How many
times will you forgive and accept before you ask someone
to leave? Should we ask someone to leave? Upholding standards without God-like mercy is rooted in our theological
understanding. Which of course ideally would mean the
whole church examining itself, but we probably should go
for one department at a time.
A youth pastor shared this encounter with me: “I recall
still to this day that we had just cooked up a meal for the
youth group involving cauldrons of pasta and sauce with
secret ingredients, that I swore to never share. It was as we
had ended that Friday night that he came in head bowed
down and explained why he was leaving church. All my
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tears and prayers and energy could not hold him back, but
my resolution as a leader and belief that God never lets go
meant I would stay connected. Ten years on he still does
not come to church, but this summer when he reached his
all-time low, there was one person he could call and knew
that we would pray together even though we are separated
by thousands of miles, and that I would urge the same
message and blessing on his life to return to a deeper walk
with God. Then one morning I received an e-mail from
him that let me know God still lives, and all is not lost. I
share this not to slap myself on my shoulder as I have too
many wounds, and my heart has been broken too many
times from those who have left, and I have failed but to
let you know that with this young man forgiveness is his
highest wall….and when he knows that he has failed, he
still remembers what leaders before me have told him as
well, God always welcomes you home.”
Our theology of forgiveness is arms wide open. There
is no evaluation period; there is simply come home and let
me effectively throw a robe on you and give you the ring of
the kingdom. For those curious, the analogy comes from
Luke 15, and I am sure the ring does not qualify as jewelry.
Our current youth leadership development model is
lacking! We need to train leaders that the millennial generation deserves to have lead them. Better yet anticipate
generation Z and train for that as well. We need dialogue
about our faith and its implications. As Ward (1997) states
our “…. theology of youth ministry…seeks to demonstrate
how our understanding of God shapes the practice of youth
ministry” (p. 25).
Our theology affects our practice, and our practice
affects our conversation, which is the essence of growth,
understanding, and discovery.

Youth Leadership Development

Whether you are a Volunteer Youth Leader or employed
Youth Professional, at some point you face the reality that
you have to develop yourself and those you lead. Youth
ministry involves dealing continually with dramatic
changes. Caring for 0-30 year-olds, assisting them on their
journey, is a demanding task, calling endlessly upon your
energy, time, and love. Like anything else, to be truly effective you need good training and education. Our struggle
is that we have added onto our youth ministry instead of
re-thinking it. The ideal youth leader at any level is someone
who understands all six worlds: Adventurers, Pathfinders,
Juniors, Teens, Youth, and Young Adult. They need to specialize in any one area but able to grasp and handle each at
a competent level. This flexibility is critical to the needs of
a faith community as it allows expression and connection
through multiple pathways. To adopt only one approach is
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to miss the millennial generations connection points. We
need to create a leadership program as Folmsbee (2007)
suggests that will have those we lead experience “a faith they
can take with them for the rest of their journey” (p. 41).

Mission

Re-focusing on our theology not only shapes our
identity, but it will also shape our church. Our faith needs
to have teeth to it. It needs to live and affect those we cram
together with in the subway station or the bus ride home.
Hunter (2008) suggests that “by engaging in holistic reconciliation, by teaching the full story of Scripture and a
Kingdom-orientated world-view, and by actively engaging
in social justice, we have the opportunity to give young
people a voice for something even bigger than wiping out
global poverty--the advancement of the Kingdom of Jesus
Christ. We enable them better to proclaim (in word and
deed) the hope that comes in knowing that the culmination
of that Kingdom will one day arrive…” (p. 98).
The mantra of the General Conference Youth Department is Salvation and Service. When Hurricane Gustav
hit the southern shores of the USA, it took one appeal in a
Thursday morning chapel to mobilize 50 students to raise
funds and leave seven hours later for an all-night journey to
serve. The millennial generation wants a faith that is active.
What if we looked at our local church that we attend week
by week and studied the community it exists in. How many
of us would feel that we truly serve them? Sticking tracts
through the door or selling books is fine in itself, but how
many next door people know that Jesus makes a difference
in our lives.
In the last town I lived in, I used to buy my car tires
from one particular garage. With low profile tires and my
friendly driving pattern, I visited the garage frequently. One
day I plucked up the courage to invite “Bob” to come to
our Café Church. He brought his wife, and it appeared they
had a good time. It was only a year later when I was selling
my car that he happened to come up the street, drunk from
his visit in the local pub, and effectively invited himself into
my house. It was then through our two-hour conversation
that these words still echo in me: “How come you never
invited me again?” Our mission is to live faith that is bold
and free. Our mission is to see like Jesus did. Living faith
generates living faith in others. It helps us to re-engage; it
brings more people into a saving relationship with Jesus.

Conclusion

Within Seventh-day Adventist youth ministry, all youth
professionals hold some passages close to them. Often
spoken and quoted are the famous words from Ellen White
regarding an army of youth workers. We tend to forget two
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subtle facts. The first is that she suggests we need our youth
to be “trained,” and the second is that she wrote it in the book
Education, implying this is part of our educational mantra.
Now is the time to re-visit our youth leadership development model. Now is the time to ask ourselves, What is
the role of the youth leader and youth pastor? Now is the
time to put our funds into leadership. Now is the time for
conference Youth and Young Adult Directors to offer the
finest training to their youth leaders. Now is the time to
anticipate change and prepare to move us forward. If we
evaluate honestly, we will have to listen. If we listen, we
will have to re-focus. If we re-focus, we will have change.
The least we can to do to help the millennial generation is
to offer them leaders who have a balanced identity of the
Seventh-day Adventist Church. An identity that is open
to dialogue founded on our theology.

References

Dean, K., C. Clark, and D. Rahn (Eds.). (2001). Starting Right.
Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
Folmsbee, C. (2007). A New Kind of Youth Ministry. Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan.
Hunter, E. (2008). Christian Education Journal, Volume 5, No. 1, Series
3: Talbot School of Theology.
McLaren, Brian D. (2000). The Church on the Other Side. Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan.
Robbins, D. (2004). This Way to Youth Ministry. Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan.
Senter, M., W. Black, C. Clark, and M. Nel. (2001). Four Views of Youth
Ministry and the Church. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
Ward, P. (1997). Youthwork and the Mission of God. London: Society
for Promoting Christian Knowledge.
Yaconelli, M. (2002). Messy Spirituality. Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan.

45

46

Suffer The Little Children
(And The Young Adults)
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Abstract

In addressing the problem of young adults leaving the church, Adventists tend to concentrate on changing
the youth, while the real solution calls for changing the church to adapt its methods and worship to make
the congregation attractive. This involves making church a place friendly for children and creating intergenerational worship. Separate ministry to young adults fails to integrate them into the congregational life.

M

ore than half of all Adventists attending church
in North America 1 are 58 years or older,
according to a study by Ron Lawson (Graying,
2008). The implications for the larger church
are frightening. To cite just one example, more than half
of the General Conference budget comes from North
America. In 20 years, if the median age of North American
Adventists is anywhere near 78, the church will be in dire
financial straits.
The Adventist church in North America is undergoing
a demographic meltdown. At least half of the “Baby Boom”
generation left the church years ago. Their children, the socalled “Generation X,” the youngest of whom are in their
mid-20s, have continued the exodus. As they leave, these
young adults and young marrieds take with them the children, born and unborn. The absence of these children has
caused the closing of many schools in North America and
threatens to close more. The next generation, the “Millennials,” show no indication that they will staunch the bleeding.
So we find ourselves in the process of losing the majority of
a third consecutive generation of Adventists. And we know
precisely when the bulk of the losses take place.
A note I received from a Filipino pastor’s wife crystallizes the issue. “Dear Pastor Ed,” the note began,2 “Thank
you for sharing Jesus to reach out for our ‘young professionals.’ This age group in our church. . . is the concern
of all parents in our congregation. The Adventurers, the
Youth, and the high school are very visible in church, but
our young adults – the ‘young professionals’ the way we
call them–aren’t.”

Unless you live in a large Adventist center, that single
negative word succinctly expresses how young adults attend,
participate, and contribute to the church– they aren’t. Note
that an active Adventurer club and youth ministry had no
effect on the retention of the young adults of that church.
A similar experience in many other churches confirms
that though they offer many benefits, Pathfinder clubs and
youth ministries do not ensure retention of young adults.
That would appear to be a strong indictment of youth
ministries. After all, as Adventist Review editor Bill Knott
wrote in a 2003 editorial, “The goal of all genuine youth
ministry is the promotion of Christian maturity and the successful integration of children and youth as fully functioning
members of the adult church” [italics mine] (Knott, 2003).
By that definition, our efforts for young adults are failing.
But why?
Scripture speaks of integrating individuals into the
church as a process of “grafting in.” Grafting involves the
bud or branch to be grafted in, called the “scion,” and the
established plant, called the “rootstock.” So far, nearly all of
our efforts have been directed toward preparing the scion,
in preparing the youth to join the existing congregations,
while we have essentially avoided the thornier problem of
renovating the rootstock– of inducing existing congregations
to change. Our attempts at grafting young adults into the
existing congregations have met with frustration precisely
because we limit our efforts to preparing the young adults.
The science of grafting tells us that no matter how well prepared the scion, the graft will not take unless the rootstock
is prepared to receive it. Let me share an example.
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At a camp meeting where I spoke at the “Young Finally, even where numbers and funding support a separate
Adults” venue, I urged young adults not to let other people youth ministry, by its nature such a ministry perpetuates
discourage them, to take leadership in providing for their separation, not integration, thus failing the Knott test.
And as for the young adult-oriented church plants, a
needs and the needs of others of their generation. After one
meeting, a frustrated mother came to me. Her daughter, sisterhood of nonreceptive churches that make up a conshe told me, not long after graduating from college, began ference is no more hospitable to alternative approaches in
attending a small church of largely elderly people. She put church plants than they are to innovations in their own
together a proposal, which she volunteered to lead, to reach services. Not a few promising pastors have been lost this
out to other young adults in the community. But the church way, along with their congregations. Once again, the attempt
board replied, “We don’t want young people coming in and to avoid addressing the central issue results in both failure
disturbing our services. We are an older congregation, and and unnecessary casualties.
we are happy with our church the way it is.” The rootstock
A major purpose of the “Seeds” summits and the
of that congregation simply refused to consider grafting in church planting initiative was to avoid the difficult problem
any scions, no matter how vigorous
of attempting to change existing conor well prepared.
gregations. As the late A.C. McClure
This episode demonstrates that
declared at the first Seeds conference,
“We have tried strategies
even earnest, devout, thoroughly
“It’s easier to birth babies than to raise
that attempt to bypass the
grounded, and trained young adults
the dead.” But the “dead” did not go
rootstock challenge, such as
run into this problem. Until and
so quietly. Within four years, the
separate services for young
unless we address the problem of
theme of an entire Seeds summit was
stagnating congregations resistant
“Church Revitalization.” Three years
adults in existing churches
to change and unreceptive to seekers
after that, existing congregations had
and young adult-oriented
of any sort, young adult flight from
consolidated their grip on the content
church plants, but these have
the church will continue. And our
of the Seeds conference, and church
met with limited success. ”
planting was on life support.
inability to retain our own young
people mirrors our difficulty in
So, why should young adult
reaching the broader culture. In that
ministries take on this daunting probregard, our children are somewhat like the miner’s dying lem? Because, as Bill Knott wrote, “The goal of all genuine
canary—a warning that the environment harbors unseen youth ministry is the promotion of Christian maturity
dangers for everyone.
and the successful integration of children and youth as fully
We have tried strategies that attempt to bypass the functioning members of the adult church.” No one else has
rootstock challenge, such as separate services for young the mission, the purpose, or the warrant to do it, and it is
adults in existing churches and young adult-oriented church central to our purpose. We cannot fulfill our calling unless
plants, but these have met with limited success. As already we address this issue.
noted, the separate services generally fail to pass the Knott
Avoiding the central issue of the non-receptivity of the
test: “The successful integration of children and youth as existing congregational rootstock is essentially attempting
fully functioning members of the adult church.” And there to “graft in” young adults without actually “grafting them
are other reasons to question the efficacy of an exclusive in.” Addressing the issue of the rootstock will be difficult.
emphasis on youth ministries. For one thing, very few of Failing to address it renders all other efforts futile.
our churches are large enough. As Ed Christian pointed out,
In that same editorial, “We Gather, Together,” Knott
we Adventists don’t do Mega-Church very well (Christian, made another good point about these separate and parallel
2003). And since a parallel youth service solution is, in ministries that Mega-Churches promote. “Age segmentaeffect, a Mega-Church style solution, it runs contrary to tion in worship, like many other things we have imported
what we do well. Even if the Mega-Church idea worked from our evangelical friends, is proving a lasting blessing to
for us, it still condemns small churches to extinction, and almost no one” [italics mine]. Besides failing to integrate
abandons vast areas of North America. A study by the children and youth into the congregation, “age segmentaCenter for Creative Ministry revealed that ten years ago tion in worship” causes other problems:
more than 1000 congregations in North America–according
to the Seventh-day Adventist Online Yearbook (Yearbook, • It deprives the church of nearly half its number – and
seven eighths of its passion. God save us from the day
2008), that would be approximately one out of every five
—already have no teenagers or children (Graying, 2008).
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when we are indifferent to the physical presence of
other believers, especially younger ones.
It relieves those planning adult services of their Godgiven responsibility to ensure that biblically sanctioned
worship be simple, musical, delightful, and powerfully
affecting.
It inculcates consumerism and narcissism all along
the age spectrum, communicating disdain for those
styles of worship and groups of worshipers that do not
“meet my needs.”
It introduces a starkly political approach to the Body
of Christ. “Rights,” “demands,” “constituencies,” and
“agendas” multiply. Converts and discipleship do not.
(Knott, 2003).

Taken together, his points describe a negative feedback
loop. What he calls “age segmentation in worship,” “deprives
the church of nearly half its number--and seven eighths
of its passion.” The remaining group, reduced in size and
fervor, “relieves those planning adult services of their Godgiven responsibility to ensure that . . . worship be simple,
musical, delightful, and powerfully affecting.” Confronted
with an increasingly narrow demographic, those planning
worship target the services for that narrow audience. This
increasingly homogenous group of worshipers almost inevitably come to regard themselves as typical of true believers,
“After all,” they think, “we are here for God week after week.
We must be the truly spiritual.” Implicit in their thoughts is
the notion that “If we are God’s people, then what pleases
us also pleases God,” when it comes to worship. And even
more strongly they believe the converse: “what displeases
us” – again, especially when it comes to worship — “displeases God.” Those responsible for preparing the worship
services, naturally wanting to avoid both congregational
and the accompanying implied divine displeasure, gravitate
toward services that generate the least criticism.
Inevitably, a certain sameness creeps into the services.
After all, the complaint, “It’s boring,” carries a lot less sting
than, “That song (sermon, story, what ever) was blasphemous!” Or the classic, “Angels in heaven must be weeping
because of today’s service.”
Which leaves us with an all-too-familiar picture. An
aging group of worshipers listlessly — though some think
of it as “reverently” – singing the same songs, praying the
same prayers, and sometimes hearing similar sermons again
and again, wondering why no one will join them, and often
concluding it’s just a sign of the times we’re living in.
Which explains Knott’s contention that in such
congregations, “Converts and discipleship do not [multiply].”
This sums up the plight of the North American church
today. We cannot convince our own children to remain

Adventists, nor can we effectively reach out to others in
their age group, so our congregations inevitably age, and
eventually die.
But suppose we reverse the underlying cause, that
instead of separating age group into “children’s church,”
“young adult service,” and “adult church,” suppose we bring
everybody together. Instead of implicitly saying, “Worship
is for the adults, so everyone else has to be quiet and watch,”
we explicitly declare, “Worship is for all of us, and we will
design it so that all can participate in a way that expresses
their unique experience.” Imagine if parents and grandparents took it upon themselves to provide opportunities
for children of all ages to freely express their love of God.
Would it make a difference? Is it feasible?
The HomePage, a church plant which from the beginning intentionally integrated children and youth of all ages
into its central services, answers both of those questions
in the affirmative. But more than that. We believe that
Adventism’s unique mission and purpose virtually mandate
the inclusion of all generations, and we believe that strong
support for that practice can be found in Scripture, theology,
and psychology. Finally, we believe it is possible for other
congregations to experience both spiritual and numerical
growth by implementing some or all of the approaches we
will describe.
The Adventist experience with church planting since
1996 warns us that approaches and strategies that may work
well in other denominations do not automatically yield the
same results for Adventists. It follows that changes in the
Adventist church in North America must be supported by
thoroughly Adventist approaches. The following section,
part of a larger presentation with the same title, is a brief
example of such an approach.

Elijah’s Run3

As Adventists, we believe we are the Elijah movement
and with good reason. We “run before” the Messiah heralding
his return. This identification of the Advent Movement
with the Elijah Movement comes from our earliest days.
Shortly after the disappointment on October 22, 1844,
several Adventist writers expressed their conviction that
the restoration of the biblical Sabbath was basically similar
to the restoration of Israel’s worship under Elijah in a time
of general apostasy. (La Rondelle, 1989)
With all the issues swirling around us, we may sometimes
lose sight of just how central this “Elijah consciousness” is to
our mission and identity. And, while we recognize a number
of parallels between the Advent Movement and the Elijah
Movement, we tend to lose sight of the word “run” in the
word “forerunner.” Because, after everything else on that
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fateful day at Mount Carmel, Elijah ran. The spirit of the
Lord came upon him, and he ran from Mt. Carmel to Jezreel.
The Bible does not give us the precise starting point,
nor the precise ending point of Elijah’s famous dash, but
we know enough to say it was between 25 and 30 miles– in
other words, roughly the same length as a marathon race.
I’ve never run a marathon, but I do know that if you
start out running a marathon as a sprint, you will not finish
the race. For whatever reason, that seems to have eluded
many Adventists, who still see the task of the Elijah movement, the run from Mt. Carmel to Jezreel, from 1844 to
the End, as a sprint. Each generation has treated the task
of proclaiming the message of Jesus return as if it were a
hundred yard dash. But by now it must be self-evident
that Elijah’s run never was a single-generation sprint, but
a multi-generation relay.
Successful relay teams practice passing the baton more
than anything else. For if a team fails to pass the baton, the
race is over. Recent generations of Adventists, on the other
hand, have tried a totally different approach. We have children and youth run their own separate races for 18 years or
so. Then, we ask them to sit down and watch the “adults”
run the race– even if some of the ‘runners’ need walkers.
If they wait long enough,
they might be able to pry
the baton from our cold,
“Jews have successfully
dead hands. If they grow
passed the baton for more
bored and wander away in
than 100 generations.
the meantime, that’s proof
Adventists, by contrast,
they weren’t interested in
running anyway.
have been here fewer than
But if we’re serious
10 generations.”
about our mission as the
Elijah Movement, then
like a successful relay
team, we need to begin to practice passing the baton and
practice that more than anything else.
Passing the baton consists of two simple actions. The
next runner must be willing to receive the baton, and the
previous runner has to let go. In terms of the Elijah movement, this means that we older Adventists must live a faith
that our children and grandchildren desire to emulate, that
they want to receive. And then we must let go. Each runner
runs his or her own race and runs it distinctively or not at
all. The responsibility for both living a vibrant faith and
letting go rests upon the parents in particular and the older
generation in general.
This aligns the Elijah movement with the Elijah message. “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that
great and dreadful day of the LORD comes. He will turn
50

the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of
the children to their fathers” (Malachi 4: 5-6a).
Elijah needs to turn the hearts of the fathers— our
hearts, the hearts of the older generation – to our own
children because our hearts have been turned somewhere
else. Fidelity to the Advent message, the Elijah movement,
demands that it is time and past time that we focus again
on the spiritual needs of the next generation.
Upon hearing the presentation, “Elijah’s Run,” many
Adventists recognize their responsibility, and they ask,
“How do we pass the baton? How do we make our faith
interesting and desirable, and how do we let go, confident
that the next generation will continue to run the race?
Is there any group that, as successful relay teams do,
concentrates on handing off the baton? The answer is yes.
Despite persecution and numerous attempts to exterminate
them, the Jews have successfully passed the baton for more
than 100 generations. Adventists, by contrast, have been
here fewer than 10 generations. Perhaps the Jews know
something we don’t.

An Example from Jewish Ritual

The Seder, or Passover service occupies a central role
in the Jewish experience. And the entire service has been
designed to pique the curiosity of children. Traditionally,
the service begins with the question, “Why is this night
different from every other night?” That question is to be
asked by the youngest person present who is able to ask and
answer the question. As one account describes it, “At this
point, the Haggadah assumes, the child is overwhelmed
with curiosity about the proceedings” (Rich, 2004). At
one point, someone hides a piece of the unleavened bread,
called the afikomen, which later the children search for. At
the conclusion of the Seder, they pour a final cup of wine.
Then the children rush to open the door, quickly returning to the final cup, hoping to see the slightest ripple on
the surface of the liquid, indicating Elijah might be taking
a sip. So, the defining ceremony of Judaism has roles for
children intricately interwoven from beginning to end.
Nor is Passover unique in this regard. Many central Jewish
ceremonies actively engage children in much the same way
as the Seder service.
Some may wonder whether God intended the Passover
service to be interesting to children or whether those are
simply later additions, of solely human origin. Let’s take
a look at the passage where God commanded Passover
observance, Exodus 12:24-27: “Obey these instructions as a
lasting ordinance for you and your descendants. When you
enter the land that the LORD will give you as he promised,
observe this ceremony. And when your children ask you,
‘What does this ceremony mean to you?’ then tell them,
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‘It is the Passover sacrifice to the LORD, who passed over
the houses of the Israelites in Egypt and spared our homes
when he struck down the Egyptians.’ “ Note the words,
“and when your children ask.” Apparently, God did intend
the Passover celebration to pique children’s curiosity, to
stimulate them to ask about its purpose.
Can you imagine anyone describing an Adventist
service as assuming that “the child is overwhelmed with
curiosity about the proceedings?” In many churches, the
few moments devoted to the “children’s story” is the only
portion of the worship service designed for children. And
even then, we collect the children in a small area separate
from their parents. We may devote that part of worship to
the children, but we don’t really share that portion with
them. Generally speaking, the rest of the worship hour
rarely devotes any attention to the needs and interests of
children, and they return the favor.
Paradoxically, children find one important ceremony
fascinating – Communion. And here the common practice
has been to forbid children from having any part in it. More
than that, the ceremony usually extends the worship hour
and delays lunch. The contrast between the Seder service,
which not only features a feast but carefully appeals to
children at almost every step, and the Communion service,
which delays lunch and commonly forbids children to participate could hardly be greater. Indeed, one of my daughters,
when she was about 14 years old, began helping her uncle
pick up the tiny glass cups used in the Communion, but a
deacon stopped her, saying, “You leave those alone.”
Some might say that child-friendly activities such as
found in the Seder are permissible for a special occasion but
not for worship. Bill Knott answers, “This is no call to burn
the puppet stage or cancel next month’s youth-led worship
service. If these things be worthy of the name of worship,
then they are suitable for all of us--in the sanctuary, the
gym, or the Fellowship Hall--and we may all learn from
them and grow by them” (Knott, 2003). If these things be
worthy... then they are suitable for all of us. At HomePage we
have found that they are worthy and that we all do benefit
from them, often in ways we could not have anticipated.

Becoming As Little Children

Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, unless you change and
become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3). And that may be more
difficult– and more important– than we anticipate.
Some years ago, as an incentive for families to arrive
early at Sabbath school, an innovative Sabbath school superintendent arranged for a skilled reader to share a chapter of
an exciting mission story, such as “Singer on the Sand” or
“Nyla and the White Crocodile” every Sabbath morning,

beginning at 9:15. It worked. Entire families came early
and sat on the edge of their seats every week, listening to
these wonderful stories. But one perennial church elder
refused to go in during the story, making a point of sitting
in his car in the parking lot until the story was over. When
asked why he did that, he said, “I refuse to be treated like
a Junior.”4 Eventually, that elder generated enough heat
to put an end to the practice. The pastor explained that
some of the older members felt they were being treated
like children. Unwilling to become as little children, they
became childish.
At the HomePage, every week we have at least one
“action song," such as “I’m in the Lord’s Army.” Although
specifically targeted for the younger children, like every
part of our service, all
age groups are encour“Sometimes we forget
aged to join in, and usuthat individuals of mature
ally everyone who is able
does. We have found that
years may be infants or
worshiping with children
toddlers when it comes to
helps us to understand
the Christian walk. ”
Jesus’ words better.
When grandma and
grandpa avail themselves
of the opportunity to actually become like little children, the
generations bond with one another. This sends an unequivocal message to the children that we all participate in worship.
And they receive it loud and clear. We know that, because
when it comes time for some of the more “adult” parts of
the service, the children don’t know any better, and so they
participate in those parts, too. Yes, sometimes they do it
clumsily; sometimes they don’t exactly understand what
they’re doing. But they do participate, and sometimes what
they do brings all the older members a sense of wonder.

Babes in Christ

Sometimes we forget that individuals of mature years
may be infants or toddlers when it comes to the Christian
walk. One week, only a few small children happened to be at
the service, and when asked their choice for the action song,
they seemed shy and unresponsive. But a twenty- something
young man piped up, “How about, ‘Father Abraham?’” The
worship leader said to him what she said to any young child
who volunteered a favorite song, “Would you like to come
up here and help me to lead it?” So this six-foot-four former
Marine led out with enthusiasm. Over a series of weeks, we
noticed that he always participated in action songs with
great enthusiasm. Eventually, we came to realize that these
songs allowed him to relive a time when Sabbath school and
church had been a happy time for him. Slowly but surely,
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the healing began. We witnessed a young adult who had
been estranged from the church being gradually grafted in.
Making the church child friendly, and encouraging
adults to participate in the worship features primarily targeted at young children, gave him permission to become as
a little child again and find healing. We cannot know how
many young adults – and perhaps older ones, as well– might
benefit from such an opportunity.5 But we now realize
that making a church service child friendly also makes it
welcoming to babes in Christ, to new Christians of many
kinds, and in many stages of their faith development. Babes
in Christ come in all sizes, shapes, and ages.

Parenting, Noise, and Distractions

A church which integrates children into every aspect
of the service will have to be prepared for some noise and
for some confusion. Children are human beings under
construction. They are not complete and mature. They make
mistakes. They forget where they are. And new parents and
parents with multiple children also are in the process of
learning how to be parents. They will make mistakes. All
of these factors mean that a service with and for children
will not be as neat and as quiet as some would like.
However, the noise and childcare challenges of young
families can also be seen as opportunities — opportunities
for both young adults and older adults to tactfully assist
and model more effective approaches. A key to
“Parents may become
intergenerational worship
is that adults participate
more skilled by ‘osmosis,’
with children, as well as
absorbing the examples
children participating
without the friction of
with adults. So a grandneedless confrontation. ”
mother doing an action
song with a young child,
or a young adult holding
a toddler as they sing “This Little Light of Mine” are both
opportunities to share across generational lines, help the
child understand how to participate, model effective nurture for parents, and relieve parents of some of the burden
of supervision all at the same time. Parents may become
more skilled by “osmosis,” absorbing the examples without
the friction of needless confrontation. The older adults
participate with the children for the joy of it, and in the
process model more effective parenting.
These are just a few of the reasons for integrating
children and youth of all ages with the older members in
one combined service.6 At this point you may be asking,
“What does all this have to do with retaining young adults?”
Two important things. First, in such a church, there is no
“transition" period, as there would be when moving from
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the young adult service to the just plain old adult service.
At each stage of development, at every age, children, young
people, and teens actively participate in worship, often volunteering for leadership roles. Second, the natural talents
and ambitions of young adults give them a special role in
the worship service.

The Crucial Role of Young Adults

Young adults play a crucial role in a child-friendly
church. With older members serving as mentors and as role
models in dealing with both the children and young adults,
much of the burden of planning and leading services falls
on young adults, especially those 17 – 23 years old. At an
age where their abilities and competence are blossoming,
and when they are eager to demonstrate both, their passion
and enthusiasm give life and form to the services.7
As the professional and family responsibilities of these
young adults increase, they welcome relinquishing some of
the responsibility and work involved in leading the worship
services to the slightly younger members. Since “passing the
baton” takes place all the time, no trauma attends the shifting of responsibility and changing of roles. Young families
enjoy a setting which welcomes children and provides for
their needs. In this flexible environment, such transitions
are seamless and largely unremarkable.
The relationship of these young adults to the older mentors in moving a church forward can be described as that of
sails and ballast. The young adults are the sails, providing
energy, imagination, enthusiasm, creativity, and drive to
the church. The mentors are like ballast, providing stability,
steadiness under stress, and the benefits of experience.
However, playing the role of ballast does not mean
simply restraining the young people. When it comes to
imagination and innovation, mentors’ default response
should be “Yes.” Anything on the edge of ordinary practice should be allowed unless it is explicitly forbidden by
Scripture. “When it doubt, try it out.” That is in contrast
to most churches, where anything new or unusual is automatically vetoed – the default is “No” — unless someone
can somehow demonstrate that this is endorsed directly by
the Bible and/or Ellen White.8 No ship can move forward
if the ballast continually overwhelms the sails.
Just as ballast in a sailboat keeps it from toppling over
in high winds, mentors help keep younger adults on a steady
course, protecting them from the criticism that will come
from those who do not understand what they’re doing and
helping them stay connected to the denomination when
they may have many good reasons for wanting to leave.
In effect, this kind of church engages in “passing the
baton” every week. As children grow, and their talents and
interests become clearer, they automatically assume more
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responsibility and actively take on significant roles. In this
type of church “grafting in,” is a continuous and seamless
process, a process so natural that children and young people
attending for only the second time will actively participate
and ask parents or friends to bring them again. Even when
circumstances prevent attendance, they often think of the
Home Page as “my church.”
The same ingredients that make a church child friendly
also make it safe for young adults. The details of what such
a church looks like and how it operates require more space
than available here. But the basic outlines can be sketched.
Any church that hopes to be successful with young adults
must be relationship-based. In this case, relationship-based
refers directly to the seven levels of relationship as outlined
in two recent books from Pacific Press (Dickerson, 2007
and Paulien, 2008). As the previous examples have demonstrated, the church also needs to be intensely interactive.
The typical “sit and soak” service holds no appeal for young
adults and little value for any one.

Transitioning

Assuming, as this paper does, that some form of intergenerational worship is the ideal to which many congregations should move, the question remains, “How do we get
from here to there?” There are three parts to the answer. (1)
Educating administrators, pastors, and congregations. (2)
Identifying and training “Wausau” churches and pastors9
and mentors. (3) “Grafting in” current young adults and
instituting intergenerational worship.
The constraints of this paper regrettably necessitate
that numerous things be only sketched in or glossed over.
Contact the author for more detailed information. As
indicated, the most important part of this proposal is the
“why,” and so most of this paper has been devoted to that
question. If the “why” is rejected, the “how” is irrelevant. So
most of the “how” has been reserved for later elaboration.

The Key Role of Mentors

The Adventist denomination, being a human organization — and one which has not reorganized in more than a
century — has many flaws and inefficiencies. Church plants
started by and for younger congregations often recognize
these flaws, but without a strong sense of Adventist identity, they may not see as clearly the reasons for belonging
to the denomination. Experience has shown that unless
someone in these congregations possesses a strong sense of
Adventist identity, these companies may simply run away
on their own mission. The baton will not be passed unless
those who already have it are both present and are willing
and prepared to entrust it to the new generation.

Mentors, older adults with a clear sense of their Adventist identity, an ability to listen without judging and to explain
their faith authentically, while remaining flexible regarding
methods, can serve a crucial role. A mentor’s experience and
counsel can help anchor the young people in the denomination. And experience shows that young adults welcome the
presence and gentle guidance of such mentors.

Step One: Education

Conference level (or higher). Pastors and administrators should receive training concerning the rationale, the
purpose, and implementation and practice of intergenerational worship. Potential “Wausau”(Bossert, 2007) churches
should be identified.

Step Two: Identifying “Wausau” Churches,
Pastors, and Mentors

Not every church will be ready or willing to accept
innovation. Potential candidate congregations should go
through the “Wausau” process, with the additional steps
to determine if intergenerational worship is the way for
them to go. This process should include an explicit call to
and invitation of Wausau churches and individuals ready
for training as mentors. Financial and/or other incentives
might be offered to congregations that recognize this need
and volunteer to begin the process.
Once identified, the entire congregations should receive
extensive training, with coaching and consultation for
each of these groups and individuals made available on a
continuing basis.

“Grafting In” and Instituting Intergenerational Worship

Once the “Wausau” church, pastor, and mentors10 in
that church have been trained, they should receive help to
design and conduct child friendly services. If the church
has no young adult members or potential young adult
members, it may be possible to recruit young adults from
within the denomination. Also, a series of workshops and/
or seminars for young adults and young parents can be
held in that location to help attract young families to the
congregation. Special services and the gatherings, such as a
Christian Seder service in the spring or a Christmas party,
which invite and welcome families with children may act
as the initial contact.
A child-friendly church often attracts children from
many sources. Grandparents who have moved away from
the area, and whose adult children no longer attend, may
bring their grandchildren when they visit. Once they
discover what a child-friendly church can be like, children
often eagerly request to be allowed to return. And once
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members of all ages experience the unique joy of sharing
worship with all the generations, worship truly becomes a
celebration of the richness and goodness of God.

Conclusion

A church which welcomes and nurtures children will
welcome people of all ages. In each of the synoptic Gospel
accounts, the approach of the young adult we refer to as
the “rich young ruler” is preceded by Jesus’ saying (as the
King James Version puts it), “Suffer the little children.” And
he goes on to say that the kingdom of heaven consists of
people who become like little children. The fact that all
three Synoptics connect the two episodes, coupled with
the tentative approach the young man makes, and how
Christ’s heart was moved with love for him, leads me to
believe that Jesus’ acceptance of the children convinced the
rich young ruler that he would be safe enough to ask his
question. When we “Suffer the little children...” the young
adults feel safe, too.
“The goal of all genuine youth ministry is the promotion
of Christian maturity and the successful integration of
children and youth as fully functioning members of the adult
church.” If we who are charged with young adult ministry
do not take up this challenge, who will? And if we do not
take up this challenge, why are we in young adult ministry?
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Endnotes

1. The problem is not limited to North America, but others are writing
that issue.
2. Much of the material in this paper comes from two book manuscripts
currently under development: “Passing the Torch: How to Pass on
a Faith Young Adults Want to Receive ,” by Ed Dickerson, and “We
Gather Together: Why and How to Include Children in Worship,” by
Ed and Mavis Dickerson
3. The material in this section is adapted from a sermon by the author.
A podcast is available at http://www.madisoncampus.org/videopodcast.
php
4. As an elementary school teacher, and student of child development,
the author agreed that the elder should not be treated like a junior.
Behaviors such as his would be much more common in kindergarten.
5. Action songs have many benefits. One of them, which is outside the
scope of this paper, has to do with learning styles. Howard Gardner of
Harvard University has identified nine kinds of intelligence and nine
ways of understanding and processing the information taken in from the
world around us. At HomePage, we design our services to incorporate
as many learning styles as we can each week.
6. A full treatment of the rationale for intergenerational worship will
be in the previously mentioned book under development, "We Gather
Together: Why and How to Include Children in Worship,” by Ed and
Mavis Dickerson
7. This age range is not picked at random but based on experience. A
little younger and they do not have the freedom and opportunity to
do as much. A little older and marriage, career, and children take up
more of their energy.
8. And sometimes not then. Consider biblical references to clapping
hands and dancing as worship. See Psalms 149:3; 150:4.
9. “Wausau church,” refers to a church and pastor willing to face the need
for change, such as described in “The Wausau Church Story,” by Bill
Bossert in the August 9, 2007, Adventist Review. It can be read online
at http://www.adventistreview.org/article.php?id=1299
10. Possibly retired Adventists who have received mentor training might
volunteer to go for a time to serve as mentors and help raise up other
mentors in a Wausau church.

I Don’t Want To Go
To Church Anymore!

1

Margaret D. Dudley
Licensed Professional Counselor

Abstract

It is heartbreaking when a young person, raised in an Adventist home, decides to abandon the faith.
There are practical steps that can turn the situation around. Suggestions are given for friends, parents,
and church leaders. In a climate of love, God can work miracles.

I

t happened to us! We were stunned. Roger’s mother
had passed away, and we were on a plane en route to
the funeral with our only daughter and her family.
She gently explained to me that she and her family
no longer attended church and that she did not want to
continue the facade. Furthermore, she did not want to
discuss it. Our hearts were now doubly grieved. Our first
human reaction was to want to talk about it; surely there
was something about this beautiful message that they misunderstood. But this definitely was not the time.
May I share with you some of the things Roger and I
learned from personal experience and from talking with
youth leaders?2 As you read on, you will see that there are
suggestions for friends, for parents, and for the church.
Some will be interchangeable.

If You Are a Friend

Most important is to avoid conflict—to not argue
or become defensive. This only results in higher walls of
defensiveness. In order to maintain an open bridge, it is vital
to remain friends. Set aside time to really listen to young
people as to WHY they have made this decision without
being judgmental or denying them the right to their feelings. You may find that they think it is too boring, it is not
relevant, and they have no friends there.
You may want to explore when they began feeling that
way. Was it triggered by a particular incident? Spiritual apathy
usually begins with non-attendance to Sabbath school. You
may want to check it out for yourself—Is there a good Sabbath
school program? If not, network with your church leaders
to provide interesting and relevant spiritual programming.

Young people like to be able to think for themselves.
Foster a thinking climate where young people can explore
what the church teaches, where they can discover the
principles and Biblical support behind our doctrines, and
where they can determine its relevance for today’s world.
They should be able to feel comfortable to ask questions as
they sort through their values and make their own choices.

If You Are a Parent

Parents need tact and wisdom as they deal with this
situation. Young people don’t want religion pushed down
their throats, and yet it is still appropriate for parents to
establish Christian standards of behavior. To have this kind
of wisdom requires much prayer, thought, and tact. Ella
Rydzewski recounted a conversation she had with Roger
Morneau (Adventist Review, December 1, 2001, p. 6) when
he gave this bit of wisdom for parents of grown children: “He
said parents should not talk to their children about religion
unless asked, for they have probably acquired enough of
it over the years that they now have ‘religious indigestion.’
He advised that parents pray daily and fervently for these
children and pray for themselves that they remain loving
and accepting. Children of any age need to see the fruits
of the Holy Spirit in the lives of their parents if they are to
find parental religion attractive.”
Young people often announce on Friday evening or
Sabbath morning that they don’t want to attend. What
would be your first impulse? A parent might say: “We will
miss you, and we will talk about it this afternoon.” This
will give the parent time to think and pray before talking.
Or the parent may prefer to write the son/daughter a letter
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(if this is the best way to avoid conflict) and share personal Sabbath is a day that the family needs to be together.” Her
experience by saying: “I used to feel the same way (if the teen was not eager to spend Sabbath at home with Mom.
parent did), and this is what helped me reconnect.” Encour- Then this parent worked with her teen to find a way for her
age the young person to hang in with the family and find to help in the children’s division, This teen really enjoyed
ways to work through it.
teaching the children, and Sabbath school attendance was
Schedule family council time when the family can no longer a problem.
brainstorm ways to work through situations like this.
If your young person feels he/she has no friends at
Whatever happens, do not argue, just listen carefully, and church, here are some things you may want to try: Get
clarify what the family member is saying.
another young person to call or invite your youth. Assist
Walk the talk by living a life consistent with what you your church in providing other church activities for young
teach. Young people are very perceptive, and they learn people to get acquainted and work together by helping in
more from what they observe than from what they hear. Pathfinders, working on a community service project, or
A famous lecturer was once asked for his parenting advice. planning Saturday night activities. Relationships are very,
very important to young people and
His reply was: “There are three most
important principles—example,
will do much to hold them for the
example, example.” This truth is
church.
“Work on ways to make
highlighted by these words from
Notify your pastor discreetly
t he Sabb at h s omet hing
Ellen White:
and confidentially about your young
special and church really
“It is because so many parents
person’s apathy. Your pastor can then
interesting. A good place to
and teachers profess to believe the
encourage church leaders to reach out
word of God while their lives deny its
to young people at this critical time
start is by visiting the youth
power, that the teaching of Scripture
and can make a point of touching
Sabbath School to find out how
has no greater effect upon the youth”
base with this young person. Above
its programs are conducted.
(Education p. 259).
all, the pastor can certainly pray for
Are they interesting and
Teach that religion is basically
this youth.
relevant?
”
a matter of relationships with God
and with one another—demonstratIf You Are a Church Leader
ing God’s love. “Your love for one
Here are some very workable
another will prove to the world that you are my disciples” and practical supportive projects which would be an
(John 13:35, NLT). Codes of behavior and a system of encouragement to those who are faced with the challenge
beliefs will follow naturally as the love of Christ changes the of winning back the confidence of their young people.
heart even as it has changed the heart of the parents. This
Set up a web site for parents and friends who are conrepresents a grace orientation rather than a law orientation cerned about their youth. List resources that they can access
and is demonstrated by a home that is warm, supportive, to help them be wise parents. For starters, this book and
and where children can ask questions without feeling others like it could be listed. Another excellent resource is
an article by John Van Eyk, “The Influencing of Searching
threatened.
Be willing to talk with your teenagers about your own Minds—How to Make a Public College Student Feel Part
personal faith. This is not about explaining doctrines but of the Church,” Adventist Review, June 20, 2002.
about what Jesus means to you and what God is doing in
Organize a prayer group for parents concerned about
your personal life. Conduct interesting family worships, their children. It could meet during midweek prayer service
preferably morning and evening. This provides an oppor- or another time convenient to the parents. We have one at
tunity to teach your youth how to pray conversationally and our church.
Keep in touch with your young people who go away
how to use the Bible so it provides spiritual nourishment.
Work on ways to make the Sabbath something special to school by sending church bulletins and newsletters and
and church really interesting. A good place to start is by by giving them warm welcomes during holiday breaks and
visiting the youth Sabbath school to find out how its pro- vacation times. Encourage the parents to subscribe and
grams are conducted. Are they interesting and relevant? A send periodicals and devotional materials geared to this
parent in our church worked with her teen this way when age group. For college and university students there is an
she announced that she no longer wanted to go to church. international journal of faith, thought, and action which
She said, “If you will go to church with me this week, I is published in four languages by the General Conference
will stay home and worship together with you next week. Department of Education entitled Dialogue.
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Create and foster a warm, accepting, non-judgmental
climate. Church members need to learn that we should not
criticize those whose dress, music, or habits are different
from our own. People grow only as they feel loved and
accepted. Everyone who steps into one of our churches
should feel welcome and wanted—part of the family.
Church standards can be a stumbling block. We need to be
able to differentiate between Biblical principles and cultural
behaviors.
We need to be intentional about involving our youth in
the lives of our congregations. Give them an opportunity to
use their talents by starting them with lesser responsibilities
and increasing them as they grow into the positions. They
could even work with a mentor as they take on a leadership
role in a department.
Set up a spiritual guardian program. Our church pairs
a spiritual guardian with a newly baptized youth between
the ages of 13-19. Guardians are asked to volunteer for this
ministry by calling the youth Sabbath school director.
Remember that at the beginning I shared our heartache when our daughter and her family decided to leave
the church. We placed a high priority on keeping a warm
relationship going with them—a bridge for them to return.
We had to refrain from talking about religion, but in private
we spent many hours in tears and in prayer for them. This
went on for ten long and anxious years. Then to our amazement we received a phone call from our daughter during
which she said: “Mom, Dad, I received a letter from the
church in __________ asking former members to come
back for just a visit--to check them out and see how they
had changed. Well, a number of things have happened in
my life that have impressed me to accept this invitation. I
will see for myself if they have changed because I will wear
my makeup and jewelry and see how they will treat me.
Don’t get your hopes up too high because I have no idea
what the outcome of all of this will be.”
We redoubled our intercessory prayers on her behalf.
And sure enough she did go to the __________ Church
with the makeup and jewelry. God was certainly directing
because on that very Sabbath she was warmly welcomed
by its members and by Pastor ____________ who took her
under her wings. It was not long until our daughter invited
us to her rebaptism. We know from personal experience that
it takes both loving acceptance and many, many prayers to
bring back God’s precious lambs.
May God bless each one of us as we prayerfully keep in
touch with the young people in our homes and churches.
Each one is of priceless value and needs to know that he/
she is important to God and to us.
“For I will contend with those who contend with you,
and I will save your children” (Isaiah 49:25, NRSV).

Endnotes

1. A version of this paper was previously published in the Adventist
Review, July 10, 2008.
2. Information for this chapter was also gleaned by talking with youth
specialists working at Andrews University: Dr. Roger Dudley, College
Chaplain Timothy Nixon, and Ron Whitehead, Center for Youth
Evangelism.
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Abstract

This chapter promotes the “Circle of Courage” as a model for developing resilience in young people. Resilience
in the context of this chapter refers to factors which contribute to the success of young people and protect
them from participating in risk behavior. The “Circle of Courage” is a child rearing model used by Native
Americans before white conquest and has four main components – Belonging, Mastery, Independence, and
Generosity. The components are in alignment with what modern psychologists are promoting for young
people today and are common to most indigenous groups.
“I don’t know why they do those things! I told them not to!
I told them it was dangerous!”

H

ow many times have you heard these words or
similar words spoken? If only it were that easy.
If our role as a parent, teacher, pastor, church
member, and neighbor were just as simple as
having to tell young people what is good for them and warn
them of the dangers of risk behavior, life would be simple,
but life is not that simple. Certainly information plays a
role in helping young people to become resilient, but it is a
minor role. Factors that lead young people into risk-taking
behavior of binge drinking, experimentation with drugs,
and teen sex are complex.
Resilience in this context is about identifying the factors
that contribute to young people’s success. One model of
resilience is the Circle of Courage. It is an ancient model
used by the American Indians before Caucasians came.
The elements are common to most indigenous communities and are what we would hope to make up the fabric of
modern society.
The Circle of Courage espouses four key elements.
• A sense of belonging
• A sense of mastery		
• A sense independence
• A sense of generosity

Belonging
Young people are desperately pursuing a sense of
belonging, a sense of identity. Who am I? Where do I belong
in this world? Who cares about me? We all modify our
behaviors according to where we gain our sense of belonging. We modify our dress, our speech, and our behavior
in order to fit in. Sadly, with the busyness of life and the
fears of stranger danger (not wanting to be viewed as a
predator on young people), adults have withdrawn more
and more from young people’s lives. As children no longer
feel their sense of connection with the adults in their lives,
their community, and their church, they seek that sense of
belonging from elsewhere. They seek it from their peers.
They say, “Well I don’t fit in over here; I have to fit in somewhere? What does it take for me to fit in here? Do I have
to party? Do I have to give my body for sex? Do I have to
experiment because I have to fit in somewhere, and I’ll do
whatever it takes to fit in here?”
Dr. Karl Menninger (2002) observes that “Today’s
children are desperately pursuing artificial belongings
because this need is not being fulfilled by families, schools,
and neighborhoods. Living with and loving other human
beings who return that love is the most strengthening and
salubrious emotional experience in the world.” Sadly, too
many young people grow up without this sense of belonging.
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The International Youth Foundation (2003) put it this
way: “Every young person needs at least one adult who
is irrationally committed to their well-being. Millions of
children grow up virtually alone–disconnected from adults.
No love. No supervision. No positive role models. Yet
these people must still find their way–they still grow up to
become adults. Children can endure the most miserable
conditions–even thrive in the midst of them–if they have
at least one loving adult committed to their success.”
Are we willing to stand up and be those adults
who believe in young people in our church, in our
neighborhood, in the lives of the young people within the
social circle of contact?
Emmy Werner, the godmother of resilience, concluded
that: “The strongest predictor of resilience (of children who
grow up in abusive situations and then go on to live productive lives) was an adult mentor outside the immediate
family. A grandmother, a minister, for example, a neighbor,
someone who gave them a sense of being loved and being
important” (Dean, Clark, & Rahn, 2001, p.147).
The more layers of community that we surround a
young person with, the better they do. Family is an important foundation for a sense of belonging, but there is also
the need to have significant other adults in a young person’s
life. Youth need to feel connected and accepted within their
school environment. They need to have a faith community
that surrounds them and supports them. A young person
may have other connections with the community as well
as in sporting groups or other community interest groups.
The more layers of connection that young people have,
the better they do. All young people experiment to some
degree, but if they are well-connected with multiple layers
of community, then they experiment within a narrower
framework and are more likely to return to the normal.
However, as we strip away each level of connection, then
young people experiment over a wider framework and are
less likely to return to the normal.

Mastery

When the child’s need to be competent is satisfied,
motivation for further achievement is enhanced; deprived
of opportunity for success, young people express their
frustration through troubled behavior or by retreating into
helplessness and inferiority. Here we move just beyond
knowing young people by name and giving them a friendly
greeting when we meet them. We take the time to know
them individually; we take the time to be able to identify
the unique talents and skills that they have and to encourage the development of those talents. Part of our role as
adults is to be able to help young people to reach their
potential. We need to not only identify the talents they
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have but to affirm them for the contribution they make to
the community through their uniqueness.
Young people’s self esteem is based upon their perception of how we value them. It is a gift that we give. “You
will never amount to anything if you keep doing that! You
are too lazy! I wish you were more like your sister! He
is about as hopeless as his old man!” Our words become
prophetic. What we reinforce, children become. If we use
negative factors for re-enforcement then they live up to
that prediction, but if we take the time to identify things
of value in their lives and encourage the development of
those things then they will live up to our expectations.
Research suggests that children can grow up in an
abusive situation but still do well if they have an adult who
believes in them. We can alter their self value by identifying things they are gifted in, affirming those talents and
encouraging and supporting them in the development of
those talents.

Independence

Independence is not about teaching children to grow
up thinking only of themselves. It is about giving them
the skills to be able to master their environment. Today
we have diverse groups of young people. One group has
no significant adults in their lives, nobody to teach them
life skills. The other group is the over-protected. All the
decisions are made for them. In adolescence when their
parents aren’t there to tell them what to do, they have not
developed decision-making skills and lack confidence in
asserting themselves, so they become followers.
None of us like to see how children suffer, and so when
times are tough, we try to make things right for them. But
where do they learn their coping skills if we don’t allow
them to experience life? As adults it is not our role to protect young people from life but to be there when they do
experience difficult times in their lives. Our aim should
be to be significant enough in their lives that as they face
challenges, they will talk to us about those challenges and
give us the opportunity to share some of the skills that we
have developed through our own life experience.
Dean et al. (2001) state it this way: “It is clear that
young people grow to maturity in general and to maturity in
Christ in particular by being around those people who have
such maturity themselves. Margaret Mead, the renowned
anthropologist, warned of the dangers of what she called
a co-figurative culture–a culture in which all learning is
horizontal, and little or no learning comes from an older
and wiser generation” (p. 144).
If we are not present in young people’s lives, then where
do they learn their coping skills? Where do they learn their
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values? They learn them from their peers who have not the
maturity or life’s experience to guide them.
Anthropologist Ruth Benedict et al. (2002) state that
adults “Criticized our culture for excluding youth from
responsibility only to blame them for their irresponsibility”
(p. 25). Adolescents need oases, places where they can go
and make mistakes and be imperfect, places where they can
test themselves in the presence of safe, caring, and accepting
adults and peers.
Are we prepared to create a faith community that trusts
young people, that gives them responsibility and holds them
accountable to that responsibility but also recognizes that
they are still growing and maturing, that they will make
mistakes and will accept them in their imperfection?

Generosity

The American Indians tell of how a boy would long
for the day when he was old enough to join in on a hunt. It
was not the killing of a deer or buffalo that made him the
man. What made him the man was the fact that he would
bring that kill back to his community and share it with the
community. He might share the food with a widow who
didn’t have a man to bring food home for her children.
Right of passage was when you provided a service to your
community that was of value to them.
Today, little is asked of young people except that they
be consumers. A vast industry serves youth with schooling,
entertainment, and goods of all kinds, but there are limited
opportunities for the young themselves to produce goods
and services for others.
Deprived of opportunities for genuine productivity,
lured into consumptive roles, young people come to believe
that their lives make little difference to the world.
True purpose is found in serving. It is not found
through wearing the right label of clothing or having the
right electronic gadget.
Father Chris Riley (Riley, 2008) is a Catholic priest who
runs a program entitled “Youth Off the Streets” in Sydney,
Australia. He gathered together a group of homeless young
people and took them overseas to serve in an orphanage.
For the first time in their lives these young people provided
a service to somebody else. When they saw what value was
placed on the service they offered they came to realize that
they too must have value and it became a life-changing
experience for them.
Do we work hard enough to provide the opportunity
for young people to be engaged in service activities? How
do we get young people to engage in service type activities?
The answer is that we become significant in their lives, we
engage them in the planning of the event, we do it with
them and we review it with them afterwards.

A lot of research points to the protective benefits of
service and is discussed in another chapter of this book.
We work harder and harder to provide a means for our
young people to live. But are we working hard enough to
provide them meaning to their living?
The following table explains some of the science behind
the four elements of the Circle of Courage. The normal
column is accumulative and lists the characteristics that are
developed in young people as each element is present in a
balanced way in their lives. The distorted column refers to
where this element is present in isolation. Young people
have none of the other three elements and so over emphasize
this element. The third column, the absent column, refers
to the characteristics exhibited by young people where this
element is absent in their lives.
Normal
Attached
Loving
Friendly
Intimate
Gregarious
Cooperative
Trusting

Distorted
Gang Loyalty
Craves Affection
Craves Acceptance
Promiscuous
Clinging
Cult Vulnerable
Overly Dependent

Absent
Unattached
Guarded
Rejected
Lonely
Aloof
Isolated
Distrustful

Normal
Distorted
Achiever
Overachiever
Successful
Arrogant
Creative
Risk-Seeker
Problem-Solver Cheater
Motivated
Workaholic
Persistent
Delinquent Skill
Competent		

Absent
Nonachiever
Failure Oriented
Avoid Risks
Fears Challenges
Unmotivated
Gives Up Easily
Inadequate

Normal
Autonomous
Confident
Assertive
Responsible
Inner Control
Self-discipline
Leadership

Absent
Submissive
Lacks Confidence
Inferiority
Irresponsible
Helplessness
Undisciplined
Easily Led

Distorted
Dictatorial
Reckless/Macho
Bullies Others
Sexual Prowess
Manipulative
Rebellious
Defies Authority

Normal
Distorted
Altruistic
Noblesse Oblige
Caring
Plays Martyr
Sharing
Co-Dependent
Loyal
Over involvement
Empathetic
Servitude
Pro social
Bondage
Supportive		

Absent
Selfishness
Affectionless
Narcissistic
Disloyal
Hardened
Antisocial
Exploitative
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What we must do as adults is stop reacting to young
people’s behavior and start to look at the cause. We must
ask ourselves: Where is the circle broken? What could I
do to mend the circle? Is this revenge by a child who feels
rejection? Is this frustration in response to failure? Is this
rebellion to counter powerlessness? Is this exploitation in
pursuit of selfish goals?
One cannot mend the circle without an understanding
of where it is broken. These elements are not taught, they
are caught. “We surround them with social support and a
loving and caring environment, we learn their names and
greet them personally taking a few moments to talk one
on one, and we develop enduring relationships with them”
(Hopkins & Hopp, 2002, p.51).
Is this the church community that we are creating?
Am I a significant adult to the young people within my
neighborhood who reflects Christ’s character of acceptance,
forgiveness, patience, understanding, and love? Am I a
significant adult in the lives of the children within my social
circle of contact? We may be the single most important
factor within children’s lives that protects them from risk.
“But suppose that they look at the model and find a
person with whom they can truly identify. Suppose they
find a warm, loving, accepting, compassionate heart. Suppose they find high personal standards coupled with a great
understanding of human weakness in others. Suppose they
find one who has purpose in life, who knows where he is
going, and who journeys on his way with a song on his lips
and a radiance on his face because God is with him. Will
they not say, ‘That’s what I want. Let me follow you. Teach
me how to find the richness of life that you have found’”
(Dudley, 1978, p.85).
Anthropologist Margaret Mead once said: “Never
doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens
can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever
has” (The Quotations Page, 2008).
Are we willing as a faith community to stand up and be
significant in the lives of the young people within our community and open their eyes to a new world, a better world?
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Abstract

This paper compares youth who belong to congregations with a strong program of youth ministry with those
who do not. Those who experience youth ministry are more likely to have personal devotions, remain in
the church, perceive the pastors’ influence more positively, and avoid at-risk behaviors. It stresses the need
for personal involvement, demonstrations of caring, and willingness to make changes in congregational
programming. It gives a number of suggestions for discussions with youth groups.

T

he church that has a vibrant, caring youth ministry
program in place for the youth of their church is
already on the way to stopping flow of youth away
from their church. To stop the hemorrhaging of
the church you have to start by caring for the youth you
already have. This sort of ministry starts with learning the
names of the youth of the church. Much of the research
into how kids survive in difficult situations and continue to
function almost normally revolves around the concept of
resilience. “We don’t teach a kid how to become resilient.
We surround them with social support or a loving and
caring environment, we learn their names and greet them
personally taking a few moments to talk one-to-one, and
we develop enduring relationships with them. Through
these steps, they build strength and improve their ability
to defeat overwhelming odds they face every single day”
(Hopkins, 2002). You cannot overstate the power of the
presence of a caring adult in the life of a young person,
someone who really cares and supports the youth through
both good and bad times.
The Valuegenesis results support the concept that these
caring adults can effectively reach kids through the youth
ministry program of the local church. It is clear that those
kids who have a strong youth ministry program do better in
many areas of their lives than do kids without access to this
ministry (Gane and Kijai, 2006 ). Youth who have relationships with caring adults in the contexts of youth ministry
programming have much higher levels of mature faith than
do their counterparts who do not have access to a youth
ministry program. Among the many scales developed in
the Valuegenesis study was one to measure “mature faith.”

The “mature faith” scale measured both vertical (relationship to God) and horizontal faith (social concern). One of
the individual items in this scale revealed that only 42% of
the group with no access to youth ministry reported that
they seek opportunities to help them grow spiritually while
of those with the strongest youth ministry programs 69%
sought opportunities to grow spiritually. Another item
revealed that of youth who have little or no youth ministry only 20% tell us they care a great deal about reducing
poverty while 40% feel strongly about reducing poverty
among the group who experience active youth ministry
programs. These differences are similar for all the items
in the “mature faith” scale.
“Intrinsic orientation to religion” is the term that Allport (1950) used to describe the internalization of religion.
He found in his studies that intrinsic orientation to religion
among teenagers is a strong predictor of deep religious
conviction in their adult years. There is a greater chance
that youth who have higher levels of intrinsic orientation
to their religion are more likely to remain in the church.
As we examine individual items within the Intrinsic
Orientation Scale we find that only 28% of those without
youth ministry see private prayer and devotion as being
important to them, as opposed to 50% of those who do.
Only 8% of those without youth ministry enjoyed reading
about their religion while 27% with strong youth ministry
programs found this activity enjoyable. Those with youth
ministry are much more likely to say that their religion
answers many of the questions about the meaning of life
(34% as opposed to 17%).
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Of the youth in the Valuegenesis study who had a
The youths’ perceptions as to whether the church
youth ministry program in their local church 85% told us is open, warm, flexible, and exciting are also influenced
that they intended to remain involved in the church when by youth ministry. Youth with a weekly youth ministry
they were 40 years old. Although 61% of the group with- program are more inclined to see their church as growing
out youth ministry also told us the same thing, it is clear than are those without it. (See Figure 2)
that this is a considerably lower number. Youth ministry
When we look at the impact that youth ministry has on
also had a relationship with how satisfied youth were with the perceptions of youth about various measures of climate
their church. If they perceived the youth program to be in the church, we find that those who have meaningful
meaningful, they were more likely to express satisfaction youth ministry programs are much more likely to see the
with their church experience (80% as opposed to 50%).
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There is also a shift in the youths’ perception that is
related to the thinking climate in the church. Where there
is a strong youth ministry program, the youth feel they
are challenged to think (55% as opposed to 27%), they are
being stretched in worship (52% versus 28%), and they are
encouraged to ask questions (48% versus 26%).
M ore then W eekly Y outh M in
One of the things that causes parents and leaders
W eekly Y outh M in
concern
No Y outh M in is the penchant adolescents have to experimentation. It appears that a large number of youth in any faith
community will experiment with various aspects of what
can be termed “at-risk” behavior. Junkin (2000) suggests
from her research and experience that youth leaders and
to some extent parents should recognize and be supportive
of this time of questioning and exploration. Truly listening
to students and hearing their concerns rather than telling

Weekly Youth Ministry
No Youth Ministry
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them what they should do and be, fosters growth instead
of further rebellion at this stage. Thoughtfully provoking
appropriate answers and creating an environment where
students feel free to openly question without guilt, provides
valuable opportunities to encourage final commitments
that augment adolescent’s recognition of God’s will for
their lives. (p. 38)
Junkin further states that “Christian educators, pastors,
and youth workers are in the unique position of assisting adolescents in developing a healthy well-integrated,
personal and spiritual identity.” Litchfield (1997) found
that future-intended religious involvement influenced
involvement in deviant behaviors even more than current
religiosity, and knowing that adolescents with exposure to
youth ministry are more likely to have more positive intentions regarding future involvement in the church should
strengthen our resolve to facilitate youth ministry.
The Valuegenesis research looked at involvement
in “at-risk” behavior. The survey instrument asked how
often in the last month teens had used alcohol, tobacco,
marijuana, or cocaine, been binge drinking (having five
alcoholic drinks in quick succession), violent, shoplifted,
or been in trouble at school. It also asked about sexual
activities, depression, and thoughts of suicide in the past
month. There were major differences in the behavior
of the youth depending on their level of involvement in
meaningful youth ministry. In the sample with meaningful
youth ministry, 79% had not used alcohol while of those
without youth ministry the figure was 66%. There was a
10% difference between the two groups in binge drinking
and tobacco use. Six percent fewer youth were involved in
sexual intercourse in the past month in the group with youth
ministry with fewer suffering depression and attempting
suicide, (5%). The Australia/New Zealand Valuegenesis

(Gane, 1997) study found major differences in the attitudes
of youth to the church’s position on these “at-risk” behaviors.
The local churches were used to gain our sample of youth
rather than the church school system. (See Table 1.)
The evidence is overwhelming. If you wish to close
the back door of the church you must have a strong youth
ministry program; one that offers variety in worship
experiences, opportunities to lead, and challenges that
cause youth to think through the important issues of faith
and community. Youth ministry is not an option—it is an
imperative.
If we recall the reasons young people gave for severing
connection with the church, it will give us an indication of
what will need to change if we stand a chance of bringing
them back and having them stay. Adults can admit that
their lives do not always reflect what they preach. They
can be more open to sharing how they have allowed God
to work in their lives and at the same time let the youth
know that they still have a way to go.
When challenged by youth that they are focusing on
things that are not important, the leaders of the church
should listen and even be prepared to adjust their focus.
How important is the format of services? Is there a dress
code that is unbending? Tony Campolo tells the story of a
very conservative and highly structured church that had a
young, disheveled, long-haired, dirty visitor enter mid way
through the service. As he walked down the aisle the end
of each row was occupied, and no one looked like moving
along to accommodate him. He kept moving toward the
front and now every eye watched him, wishing he had
not walked in and disturbed things. Finally he sat down
in the front right under the pulpit. The congregation was
relieved to see an old, well-groomed member stand and
move forward with the help of his ornate walking stick.
Surely the young lout would be asked to leave. As the old

Table 1

Attitudes of Adventist Youth to Traditional Adventist Behavioral Expectations
No Youth
Youth
Ministry Ministry
One should not use tobacco (p<.05)
One should not drink alcohol (p<.05)
One should not listen to heavy rock music (p<.05)
One should not dance (p<.05)
One should not use illegal drugs (p<.05)
Sex should only occur within marriage (p<.05)
One should not eat unclean meat (p<.05)
One should not use drinks containing caffeine (coffee, Coca
Cola etc) (p<.05)

56
50
22
11
72
45
45
17

89
82
46
16
90
74
70
27
65
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man arrived he steadied himself with his cane and then
quietly sat down on the floor beside the young man. What
a wonderful sermon to see. What is my church like?
Older members may not think that they are critical and
uncaring, but often innocent remarks can be misunderstood.
If older members concentrate on the positive and ignore
the negative, the youth will grow in maturity. Margaret,
one of the finest elders I have had the privilege of working
with, was well in her 80’s when the church asked her to take
greater leadership responsibilities. They watched the way
she worked with the children and youth. What a powerful
influence of calm and peace she was. Any time a young
person did anything in
church, he/she would
receive a personal thank“One area that is a growing
you and a card or note to
concern is in the area
let the young person know
of worship and new or
how much he/she was
progressive approaches
appreciated. She never
that are being introduced.
missed a birthday or a
major event in any of the
In some churches we have
young people’s lives. She
witnessed worship wars,
would let them know that
and some congregations
she would be praying for
have been almost
them as they undertook
examinations or went for
destroyed. ”
a job interview. She was
truly loved, and although
she has passed away, she has left her legacy in the lives of
hundreds of young people.
When young people express the impression that the
church is preoccupied with organization and not concerned
for people, we really face a challenge. If the leaders of the
church and a good number of older members can just learn
and use the names of the young people, they will begin to
alter this impression. Open discussion with the youth as to
their needs and the types of ministry, worship, and programs
they want to see will also adjust this perception. When
ministry is happening, this perception begins to fade.
One area that is a growing concern is in the area of
worship and new or progressive approaches that are being
introduced. In some churches we have witnessed worship
wars, and some congregations have been almost destroyed.
This is an area that will take a lot of open discussion, time,
and negotiation. This is not about change for change’s sake
but an attempt to make the worship of the church a little
more contemporary and meaningful. If too many changes
are introduced all at once, the church may become unsettled
and make the older members feel insecure. Some older
members may protest that “we have always worshiped this
way; why do we need to change?” “If the young people don’t
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like it they can go elsewhere.” It took two years and many
church business meetings for the leadership team in my
home church to introduce change. We began with youth
led worship services that happened only once every three
months. Young people invited their friends from school
and work and appreciated the new approach to worship
so much that by the end of the year they wanted to lead
out once a month. After a few years we had weekly youth
led services, and the numbers swelled from 25 to regularly
around 400. The more contemporary service is held in the
church hall because it seats twice as many as the church.
Approximately one third of the adults accepted an invitation to support the youth service, and the rest remained in
the main church. Interestingly the numbers in the main
church have not changed much for over ten years, but the
youth church has now outgrown the accommodation, and
the church is set to rebuild on a new site. The church has
learned to accept and appreciate the enthusiastic approach
the younger generation brings to worship. Thank God for
a group of adults who have learned to be tolerant, open,
caring, and visionary.
The following quote from an aging rock star, transvestite Boy George (London Daily Mail, Feb. 23, 2000) is an
insightful critique of the way church is often perceived:
On Sunday I attended the christening of my year-old
godson Michael, and he was as restless as everyone else.
The priest was a lovely man with impeccable dress sense,
but I was confused from the moment he took the pulpit.
Most of us only ever go to church for weddings and
funerals, so sticking to the Book is pointless... and what’s
the point of rattling on about sin when most of us are
doomed to eternal damnation? It doesn’t warm people
to Christianity; it only makes them feel like hypocrites.
Worse still are the utterly depressing hymns. I’d like to
see live music, acoustic guitars, and percussion. Church
should be a joyous and liberating experience— [it] badly
needs a face-lift because it is God’s theatre on earth, and
he should be packing them in.
Those young people who tell us they do not want to
be hypocritical and think it’s better not to come can be
supported by a group of adult leaders who share some of
their own struggles and who really know the grace of God
in their lives.
It is hard to find anyone who can’t remember feeling
that the church was restrictive when they were young. I have
found that when youth are involved in service projects or
ministry endeavors, the sense of being restricted tends to
fade. When you don’t have any ownership of the ministry
in the church, you feel restricted because many of the things
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you want to fill up your time with cut across what is appropriate for young Christians. When the church is interested
in the social side of young people’s lives and not just their
spiritual lives, they will work to engage them in lots of fun
activities. This takes time and demands attention, but it pays
dividends. So many of the youth who came to my church
were attracted by the social side of the church and stayed
on to become a vital part of its worship and ministry.
A really active youth ministry that caters for fellowship, nurture, worship, and outreach will offer an attractive
alternative for those who are tempted to try a different
lifestyle. If they are surrounded by friends, the pull-away
will be much less influential. When youth are leading in
fellowship/fun activities, nurture/growth initiatives, worship in all its aspects, and mission/evangelism, they will be
the “thought leaders” of the church, and we will not hear
the complaint: “The church does not allow me to think for
myself.” Times of open questions and discussion where the
youth are encouraged and feel safe to explore alternative
ideas will do much to strengthen their relationship to the
church community.
The following points may be helpful in getting these
discussion times started:
1. Ask questions that are more open than closed. These
are questions that begin with: Who, Where, Why, When,
What. Questions that cannot be answered with a “yes”
or “no” or a grunt.
2. Ask only one question at a time. Because we find
silence awkward, we often ask another question before
the youth have time to think about a response.
3. Present questions to the whole group. Youth do not like
to be singled out or put on the spot, and this is easily
avoided by asking questions or seeking discussion from
the whole group.
4. Provide feedback after a group member responds. This
can be affirmation of the person for responding even if
the response was one that you do not really agree with
or appreciate.
5. After an initial question and response, follow up with
probing questions. This needs to be done in an inquiring
tone that seeks to better understand the response.
6. After asking a question, be silent. Learn to live with
silence. If you sit there and wait, then the youth will
realize you are serious about hearing from them. Just
a rephrasing of the question may be necessary if you
think they really did not understand.
7. Use an inquiry style rather than an interrogation style.

8. Encourage group members to ask their own questions.
As you nurture kids in leadership, the time will come
when they will take a greater lead, and this can have its
roots in getting them to think and inquire and propose
new ideas.
9. Avoid echoing group member response. Truly reflecting
on what a young person has said is not to just parrot
their response, but a good summary will let them know
that you have heard and are serious about understanding
their position.
10. Accept group member responses as if they are gifts.
Anyone who has worked with youth for any length of
time is aware how hard it is to lead a meaningful discussion. When you do get a response, build on it by
affirming and thanking them and then tease out a little
more interaction.
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Abstract

Young adults are conspicuously missing from the majority of Seventh-day Adventist churches. Finding
effective means of ministry for the millennial generation is essential for the health and growth of Adventist
young adults in the 21st Century. While each young adult is unique, there are general relational principles
that are imperative to build the relationships and establish the community this generation seeks: finding
a social prop, mastering small talk, asking questions, curiosity, vulnerability. The church must move
forward, choosing to err on the side of love, acceptance, and mercy to be relevant to young adults today.

O

Introduction

ne of the most popular topics of discussion within
the Seventh-day Adventist denomination is ministry to young people—how to effectively reach
the millennial generation that is conspicuously
absent from the majority of churches. This discussion actually extends well beyond the Adventist denomination into
the Protestant and evangelical Christian world in general;
however, the focus of this paper will be on Adventist young
adults and specific relational principles the Seventh-day
Adventist Church can incorporate into ministry to the
millennial generation.
Why are youth and young adults leaving church? What
will it take to get them to return or, better yet, not leave
in the first place? What is the meaning of the transition
from a modern to post-modern world-view? How do the
various generational needs and characteristics play into the
solution for reaching the most young people for God?
The questions are many and effective answers are not
quick to come by. Challenges come from older generations
attempting to answer the questions for younger generations.
Times, culture, society, ways of relating, and communication styles are changing rapidly. Fifty years ago an Adventist
church could reasonably expect most of the children, youth,
and young adults to grow up in the church and remain in
the church throughout adulthood. This is not true in 2008.
The older and younger generations are relating to each other
differently. There is confusion, frustration, hurt feelings,

judgment, and miscommunication. Two very different
languages have emerged. The question that is often on
the table, although not well articulated, is which language
will be the official language of the Seventh-day Adventist
Church in the 21st century? Will the younger generations
learn the language of their elders or vice versa? Or, will
there slowly be greater and greater separation between the
groups until a new denomination is formed? Is it possible
to bridge this gap that exists, or should the church resign
to “irreconcilable differences” and sign the divorce papers?
The statistics are clear and sobering. An estimated 40-50
percent of Seventh-day Adventists are leaving the church
by their mid-twenties. This is likely a conservative estimate
(Dudley, 2000). Many young adults report dissatisfaction
with religion and church as they have known it. They leave
their parents’ church as they seek community elsewhere.
While there are a number of emerging ministries focused
on reaching young adults, there does not appear to be many
clearly defined, replicable models. Something that might
work in the Northwest does not seem to make any impact
in the South. A success story for one church is a failure for
the next. Is it even possible to identify a particular model
for effective young adult ministry, or should each church be
left to grasp straws in the dark, hoping and praying that they
just might grab the one with the right answer?
The post-modern world is one with more choices
than any time in history. This has become the reality for
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this generation. Walk into any grocery store and where
there used to be one type of cracker, there are now twelve
or more. College students have more choices for majors
than any preceding generation. Many universities even
have programs where students can design their own major
if they cannot find one that fits their needs. Cell phones,
iPods, laptops, video games all come in almost unlimited
variety. Everywhere young adults turn, there is a plethora
of choices. Everywhere, that is, except church.
If the Seventh-day Adventist Church is going to be
relevant in the lives of this generation, choices must be
put on the table. It is not realistic to believe there is a
simple, one-size-fits-all
answer. The leaders of
“ Everywhere young adults
the church must be willturn, there is a plethora of
ing to explore a variety
of ministry options, be
choices. Everywhere, that
willing to empower young
is, except church.”
adults to develop ministries that have never been
done before, and accept
that allowing failure might be one of the best solutions in
attempting to reach success.
The remainder of this paper will focus on one model
of ministry to young adults. This is not intended to be a
solution, but it is intended to add to the conversation with
hopes of sparking ideas for other ministries throughout the
church. The principles upon which this particular model of
ministry is built are transferable to other models, however,
and may be applicable in other settings.

A Model for Relational Ministry

Advent House is a Seventh-day Adventist Student Center on the campus of the University of Tennessee, Knoxville
(UTK). In the late 1970s, local church members, Beverly
and Harold Duckett, opened their downtown office building
Friday nights to meet with Adventist students who attended
UTK. After a few years, the Duckett’s concern for students’
safety while walking back to campus after dark facilitated
a search for something closer to campus.
Purchased in 1980, Advent House has been home to
Adventist Christian Fellowship (ACF) for almost 30 years.
This ministry operates on the principles of community,
relationships, and intentional error. In serving the millennial generation, if mistakes are to be made, they need to
intentionally be made on the side of love, acceptance, and
mercy rather than judgment. In light of this, the mission
of Advent House is to:
1. Extend the ministry presence of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church to the campus of the University of
Tennessee, Knoxville
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2.

Provide a comfortable and supportive gathering place
for students
3. Provide low cost housing and leadership opportunities
for house residents
4. Support the Adventist Christian Fellowship at the
University of Tennessee mission statement which is
to facilitate an atmosphere of belonging, believing,
and becoming for all students, each student maturing
in his/her faith, ministering to the needs of others,
being involved in mission, and exploring leadership
opportunities.
Advent House intentionally seeks to be a place of relationships and community. In ministering in the midst of a
post-modern world, community is not an option. Jimmy
Long (2004), in his book, Emerging Hope: A Strategy for
Reaching Postmodern Generations, writes about the shift
from individualism to community that is a by-product of
the larger cultural shift from modernity to post-modernity.
“They [Generation X and the Millennial generation] have
a yearning for spirituality over against reason alone…. I
cannot overemphasize the necessity for community as the
foundation for any faithful ministry to these emerging
generations” (p. 55).
Conversations are another imperative aspect of the
ministry of Advent House. Traditionally, evangelism within
the realm of Adventism has focused on bringing individuals
to a decision to join the Seventh-day Adventist Church once
they have intellectually embraced the doctrinal beliefs and
practices of the church. To approach the average student at
a public university with the goal to convince them to believe
a particular way or to embrace what is considered to be “the
truth,” will immediately put up walls and end conversations.
This generation seeks “compromise, not confrontation,
and are repelled by any group arrogantly claiming to have
all the answers” (Long, 2004, p. 33). This is true not only
of young adults who are outside of the church, but also of
those who have grown up within the Adventist system.
The current generations of youth and young adults are the
“ultimate ‘conversation generations.’ They want to discuss,
debate, and question everything” (Kinnaman & Lyons, 2007,
p. 33). Christians are often perceived as wanting to provide
answers and win arguments. This approach is ineffective
in reaching out to the world of post-modern young adults.
In addition, Dan Kimball (2007) points out that the culture
of America is increasingly post-Christian. The values and
influences that largely impact young adults do not align with
traditional Christianity as they did thirty-plus years ago.
This influence is affecting Adventist young people growing up in the church. They are questioning the traditions
and even doctrines of the church, wondering how any of
it impacts their lives in a practical way.
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Kinnaman and Lyons (2007), as well as Kimball (2007),
address the difficult reality that those outside the church
perceive Christians in a negative light. When it comes to
the millennial generation, there are also negative perceptions and sometimes a sense of being embarrassed of the
church because the behavior of so many Christians is, in
fact, unChristian. This has resulted in an extension or
expansion of the gap that exists between God and humans.
Originally, the gap was created by sin. The goal of evangelism has been to connect people with Jesus, who bridges
that gap. Christianity and the Christian subculture (or for
the purposes of this paper, Adventism and the Adventist
subculture) have created an additional gap for many young
people. This is the gap that must first be addressed and
bridged in the lives of many young adults (Kinnaman &
Lyons, 2007; Kimball, 2007).
So, what is the appropriate response? How can the
average Adventist church member reach out to a young
adult they know? While each young adult will have unique
needs and wants differing from peers, there are overarching
principles that resonate with the millennial generation as a
whole. These principles are finding a social prop, mastering
small talk, asking questions, curiosity, and vulnerability.
Utilizing these principles will open doors to build relationships—the foundation of young adult ministry. These five
principles are not exhaustive. They could be renamed,
expanded, and the focus modified. There is overlap between
the principles, and yet there is value in taking an individual
look at each one and their interaction.

Five Principles
Finding a Social Prop

Walking into a new environment can be intimidating,
especially if there are new people. An attractive, informal
physical space can set the tone for young adult gatherings.
Comfort and homelike qualities are inviting to this generation. Food is also an excellent icebreaker. Combining an
informal environment with food and fellowship can create
an atmosphere where relationships happen naturally. The
number one rule of ministry at Advent House is food. This
is especially important in the lives of college students. Students are often away from home for the first time. They do
not have a lot of money. A free, home-cooked meal breaks
down barriers with little to no effort, especially when they
are involved in the meal preparation.
The book of Acts highlights the focus of the early
church. “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching
and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer”
(Acts 2:42, NIV). Apparently the “breaking of bread” is
important enough to be included in this list summarizing

the early church’s activities. Listed between teaching and
prayer, two aspects of ministry that anyone would put at
the top of a ministry priority list, eating together appears
to be of equal value.
The attitude of the people greeting is important as well.
It is typically within the first few minutes that impressions
are made, and a young adult will decide to return or not.
This leads into the importance of the next principle: mastering small talk.

Mastering Small Talk

A willingness to engage in small talk is important in
building relationships with young adults. In ministry, it is
possible to feel like conversations about insignificant issues
or the mundane details of someone’s life, are a “necessary
evil” to get to the real matters of the heart. In a sense,
there is a certain measure of truth to this; however, the
perception of small talk
being either “necessary”
“Young adults want to
or “evil” invariably comes
through in a conversaknow that they are cared
tion. Young adults are
for as a person before they
incredibly perceptive. If
will open up on a deeper
they feel like the listener
level. ”
is simply “doing them a
favor” by listening, they
will likely stop talking.
Young adults want to know that they are cared for as
a person before they will open up on a deeper level. There
are many conversations that begin with a focus on the latest movie or Hollywood gossip and transition to spiritual
topics without any overt effort. If given the space to open
up, young adults are hungry for spiritual conversations.

Asking Questions

Hand-in-hand with small talk comes the skill of asking questions. Good questions open up conversations and
create a space for interaction. Learning to ask open-ended
questions without an agenda is important. God is a master
questioner. From the very beginning, God reached out to
fallen humanity with questions. “Where are you? Who told
you that you were naked? What is this that you have done?”
(Genesis 3:9, 11, 13, NIV). Jesus followed this model in his
ministry. “After three days they found him in the temple
courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and
asking them questions” (Luke 2:46, NIV, emphasis mine).
“Who do people say the Son of Man is?... But what about
you? Who do you say I am?” (Matthew 16:13, 15, NIV).
Interestingly enough, the most effective way to answer
the questions of young adults is with questions. Most ministry leaders are taught to give answers, not ask questions,
71

Principles For Relational Young Adult Ministry

so this can be a significant paradigm shift. Recently, the people feel more valued as when someone takes a genuine
Advent House board members attended a workshop to interest in them.
learn about post-modernism and how to connect more
Adventists often have an agenda of getting to know
effectively with college students. The idea of answering a someone in order to bring them to church. A major percepquestion with a question created a dissonance for many of tion people outside the church have of Christians, according
them. One board member commented, “I grew up getting to Kinnaman and Lyons (2007), is that Christians are insinanswers, and I have learned to give answers. Isn’t that why cere and “rather than being genuinely interested in people
people ask questions—to get answers?” The response from for their friendship… seem like spiritual headhunters” (p.
a 25-year-old graduate student revealed much about the 69). Sadly enough, the research also shows that many traheart of young adults: “I ask the question not for an answer ditional evangelistic methods actually create more negative
but for the conversation.”
responses than positive. A real, life-changing experience
Young adults are longing for conversation. Again, with Jesus has too often been missed because Christians
this is the conversation generation. Questions lead to “cheapen the message of Jesus to church membership or
conversation. Questions, at least,
denominational loyalty” (Kinnaman
& Lyons, 2007, p. 79).
that do not come with pre-packaged,
fill-in-the-blank answers. When
Genuine curiosity is a way to
“C h r i st i ans are of te n
young adults ask a question, they are
combat the negative perceptions that
judgmental and critical,
evaluating the response. In the back
young adults have of the church. It
quickly pointing out the
of their mind they are taking note of
says, “You are valuable, not because
speck in another’s eye, when
how the conversation goes. “Is this
you believe like me or belong to the
a safe place to ask questions? Am I
same organizational structure, but
a plank remains in their own
going to be given the same answers
simply because you are a child of
(Matthew 7:4). ”
I have grown up with? Is there room
God.” Viewing young adults from
for varying perspectives? Is there
God’s perspective can help make this
room for my perspective even though
transition a reality. Too often young
it is different than the church’s? Will I be shut down or adults are viewed as “fallen away” or “prodigals,” and older
encouraged to open up?”
church members forget that they are all children of God,
Still perplexed, the Advent House board member asked whether they appear to be acknowledging that relationship
the grad student, “Don’t you ever want answers?” Again, in their lives or not. “Man looks at the outward appearance,
the reply held rich information about this generation: “If but the Lord looks at the heart” (1 Samuel 16:7, NIV).
it is safe to ask you questions, and you don’t immediately
provide me with answers, when I am ready for the answer, I Vulnerability
will come back.” Young adults are interested in answers—in
Christians are often judgmental and critical, quickly
their time and in a way that does not come across as judg- pointing out the speck in another’s eye, when a plank
mental. An important concept to keep in mind is that the remains in their own (Matthew 7:4). This behavior is
right questions can lead to answers that young adults will possibly more of a turn-off to young adults than anything
come to by the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Give young else. Young adults do not expect people in the church to
adults the room to reason, think, process, and even struggle be perfect. They do not expect church leaders to get it all
through tough questions. In essence, this is opening doors right. They do want people to be real and honest. Being
for the Holy Spirit to speak into their hearts and minds and vulnerable is foundational in establishing transformational
souls and lead them to eternal truths. When they come to relationships.
these answers “on their own,” a huge step has been taken
Peter Scazzero (2006), in his book Emotionally Healthy
beyond indoctrination.
Spirituality, identifies “covering over brokenness, weakness,
and failure” as one of the top ten symptoms of emotionally
Curiosity
unhealthy spirituality. “By failing to let others be themselves
One of the fastest ways to allow a relationship to stag- before God and move at their own pace, we inevitably project
nate or diminish in quality is to assume there is nothing onto them our own discomfort with their choice to live life
left to learn about the other persons. In contrast, a very differently than we do” (p. 37). Living life with a genuine
effective way to maintain a healthy relationship is to foster vulnerability before God and others is something that is
a sense a curiosity about them. There is little that makes attractive to young adults. It is the “conspicuous actions” of
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leaders that will “serve as a catalyst to transform young adult
attrition statistics into retention trends” (Martin, 2008, p. 8).

Choosing Future Errors

There are a lot of unknowns in approaching ministry
to the millennial generation. The church is bound to make
mistakes along the way. Mistakes have been made all along
the way. Part of the answer to moving forward involves
being intentional about what kind of mistakes are made
from this point. In the past, mistakes have tended to fall
on the side of judgment and rule- making. Young adults
need room on the other side of the pendulum—the side of
love and acceptance. James says to believers, “Speak and act
as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives
freedom, because judgment without mercy will be shown
to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs
over judgment!” (James 2:12, 13, NIV). Peter, also, exhorts
the church, “Above all, love each other deeply, because love
covers over a multitude of sins” (1 Peter 4:8, NIV).
Ty Gibson (1997), in his book, Abandon Ship? points
out the reality that “there will be many people in heaven
who didn’t have all the right doctrines but had the right
spirit. But there will be no one in heaven who had all the
right doctrines but cherished the wrong spirit” (p. 105). It
is imperative to move forward from this point with the right
spirit. This may mean loving and accepting young adults
even as they walk out the back door. Loving and accepting
them even if they decide to never re-enter, rather than in
an effort get them to re-enter.
Young adults today do not have a loyalty to the organization of the church. “Company loyalty” is an ideal of the
past. Loyalty now lies in values and relationships. Nathan,
a 23-year-old electrical engineer, says this about his loyalty:
“I don’t feel committed to the church as an organization.
I’m committed to values. I feel like the church is not living
by the values it was founded on. We’ve gone from values
to rules and now my generation wants to get back to the
values.” When asked what has kept him connected to the
Adventist church, 21-year-old Casey replies without hesitation: “Friends. I consider myself agnostic at this point in
time. I don’t really consider myself Adventist, but when I
go to church, I go to the Adventist church because of the
people I know.”
There are arguments that relationships are not enough.
At this point in the church’s history, however, information
and intellectual beliefs have not been enough. Perhaps
there is room for the pendulum to swing “too far” in the
other direction and allow relationships to catch up with the
informational side of the church.
God longs to establish intimate relationships with
humanity. He longs to build the relationships with each

person on a basis of unconditional love and acceptance.
Change is a natural result of experiencing that kind of love
and acceptance. One cannot help but be changed in the
presence of God. If the church is truly to be a manifestation of God’s love to those in the world, perhaps it is this
love that will be the most powerful change-agent. Not just
talking, teaching, or preaching about love, but truly living
it out in practical ways.
The Seventh-day Adventist Church has a history of
pouring incredible energy into teaching a specific set of
beliefs. These beliefs are typically identified as “The Truth”
that the world needs to know, specifically the end-time
truth. As time as we know it on this planet draws to a close,
it is imperative for the church to consider again what the
message of the final hours needs to be. Ellen White writes,
“The last rays of merciful light, the last message of mercy
to be given to the world, is a revelation of His character of
love” (White, 1941, p. 415).
This generation’s potential to love is astounding.
Millennials in and around the church want to see God’s
love revealed—both in the church and to the world. One
24-year-old describes it this way:
I think a lot of people aren’t leaving the church because
of what the church is, but because of what it isn’t. More
particularly, I think that there are a lot of young people
(myself included) that would stick with churches if
they were actually enabling us to live radically as Jesusfollowers. I think the thing for me is realizing the great
disconnect between the way Jesus calls a body of believers to live in this world and the reality of the church
being very distant from the realities of my life and the
lives of many like me.
May the church hear the words of young adults as a
call to be engaged in small talk, asking questions, being
curious, and living vulnerably.

Conclusion

There are still many questions that need to be acknowledged and wrestled with. Young adults are leaving the
church, yes. Many, however, are still inside with their
hands on the doorknob, waiting to see what will happen
and how they will be treated. The millennial generation
values authenticity. If the church preaches one set of values
and lives by a contradicting set, this generation will not
engage. This time in history is a chance for change and
revival. The change and revival can and needs to begin in
the hearts of every member, regardless of age.
“If we err, let it be on the side of mercy rather than
on the side of condemnation and harsh dealing” (Gibson,
1997, quoting Ellen White, p. 107-08). The steps proposed
73

Principles For Relational Young Adult Ministry

in this paper are steps in the right direction—the direction
of relationships. Deep, authentic, intentional relationships,
where God is honored, others are honored, and lives are
transformed by love, acceptance, and mercy.
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Abstract

Young people in the Seventh-day Adventist Church are in need of leadership creating effective strategies
for protecting the youngsters from engaging in high risk behaviors along with finding effective methods of
keeping these same youngsters churched. It is clear that God had answers to these problems long ago. A
review of Matthew 25 clearly states that our purpose as Christians should be to serve individuals in need.
When young people engage in service, they are more likely to be attracted to the church, get involved in
the church, and stay in the church. Furthermore, service is associated with better grades in school and is
effective in preventing a host of high-risk behaviors.

W

ouldn’t it be wonderful if we could identify
a strategy to keep our youth well protected
from high-risk behaviors while keeping them
in the church?
As a church we have struggled with this. Although
the exact percentage of our youth leaving the church is
unknown, the number is unacceptably high. In addition,
a substantial proportion of our youth engage in high-risk
behaviors (Hopkins et al., 1998). It is absolutely essential
that we address and successfully correct these two problems.
So, who knows how to do this? Who has the absolutely
effective strategy to make this happen? The answer to that
question is found in the Bible in an unmistakable teaching
of Jesus. He knows the answer. He told us a long time ago
how to do it. It is time for us to revisit His instructions and
get busy with His strategy.

His Strategy

First, we must review what Jesus taught us. This is not
a subtle suggestion but a direct description of what God’s

people do. Adopting this strategy has eternal consequences.
The imperative is not “maybe you should do this” but rather
“get busy and do it now!” Here is Christ’s counsel direct
from Matthew 25:31-46 (New International Version):
31 “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all
the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly
glory. 32 All the nations will be gathered before him, and
he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd
separates the sheep from the goats. 33 He will put the sheep
on his right and the goats on his left.
34 “Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come,
you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance,
the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the
world. 35 For I was hungry and you gave me something
to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I
was a stranger and you invited me in, 36 I needed clothes
and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I
was in prison and you came to visit me.’
37 “Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when
did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you
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something to drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger
and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39
When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’
40 “The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever
you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you
did for me.’
In His clear statement, Jesus reveals that His people,
the righteous, serve others by meeting their needs!
Responding to Jesus’ assurance that the kingdom has
been prepared for us “since the creation of the world,” we
show caring compassion
and give assistance to all
His people. This story
“ Service activities may be
from Jesus also provides
defined as the assistance
us with a strategy for
we give for the benefit of
protecting our young
those living in our local
people from high-risk
behaviors while, at the
community. ”
same time, encouraging
their retention in the
church. We serve others.
This insight is not just about financially supporting projects
that aid others. We serve others together with our youth.
Service activities may be defined as the assistance we
give for the benefit of those living in our local community.
God’s imperative is to feed, clothe, and protect those in
need. We can safely expand on this to say that we should
support, visit, aid, help, and comfort others who are in a
position of need for any reason. But, “what on earth does
service have to do with youth and high-risk behaviors or
church retention?”

Service and High-Risk Behaviors

Our research and the research of others overwhelmingly confirm that when young people become involved
in service to others, it changes their lives. As a result of
service, youth are much more likely to engage in healthy
pro-social behaviors. In the Harvard Education Letter,
Senator John Glenn, Chairman of the National Commission on Service Learning, identified that more than 80%
of schools with active service-learning programs (that
is service that is part of the school curriculum) report
that the majority of participating students improve their
grade-point averages. Senator Glenn additionally stated
that, “A study of a Springfield, MA, high school found the
dropout rate plunged from 12 percent to one percent after
service-learning was incorporated into the curriculum.
The number of students going on to college increased by
22 percent and those achieving a grade point average of 3.0
or higher jumped from 12 percent to 40 percent.” Isn’t it
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interesting that by following Jesus’ Matthew 25 directive,
youth in our world benefit personally?
Involvement in service is also strongly related to a lower
rate of engaging in high-risk behaviors. There is an indirect
relationship in that higher grades are related to a lower rate
of high-risk behaviors. Research also suggests that service
has a direct relationship to avoiding high-risk behaviors.
Douglas Kirby, a highly respected researcher, is engaged
at the forefront of reviewing programs for effectiveness in
delaying the initiation of sex plus identifying features related
to successful and unsuccessful interventions. Kirby reported
that service-learning programs among youth are effective
in reducing adolescent pregnancy and early childbearing
(Kirby, 2002). Research we have conducted in an Adventist
college has documented that those engaged in community
service are significantly less likely to engage in a wide
variety of substance use and other high-risk behaviors. For
example, youth who were involved in community service
for four hours or more per month were 40% less likely to
have used alcohol in the last year (Hopkins et al., 2008).

Service and Church Retention

In addition to promoting positive behaviors and
protecting youth from high-risk behaviors, service is also
highly associated with our young people being attracted to
the church, getting involved in the church, and staying in
the church.
In Roger Dudley’s initial analysis of the Valuegenesis
research (Dudley & Gillespie, , 1992), he reported “a value of
service to others proved to be the most important predictor
of a mature faith in this study” (page 279). The investigation
that laid the foundation for the Valuegenesis project, presented in the North American Division’s “Risk and Promise”
report, stated, “If faith is to grow, greater involvement in
service and outreach activities needs to be fostered.”
There are three evident reasons for this clear correlation. First of all, young people tend to be drawn to
organizations that make clear and positive demands on
their membership. Tony Campolo says it like this: “Young
people are not going to be attracted to a church that tries to
entertain them, but they will be attracted to a church that
calls them in a ministry to others” (Campolo, 1983, page
9). We can’t hope to involve our youth in the church unless
they are first attracted to the church.
Service activities provide an active, winning picture
of the church that is new to many youth. Wayne French,
the chaplain of Avondale College in Australia, talks about
“memory events,” life-changing activities which “dominate
an adolescent’s horizon, so that he or she is fully immersed
in the event and will never forget it or its message.” French
emphasizes that “memory events are most powerful when
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they are combined with service” (French, 2005). It is such
events, French maintains, that connect young people to
the church. Up to 80 % of the adolescents French surveyed
commented that the events changed their perspective on
the church (page 82) and provided a sense of belonging.
Secondly, service activities furnish the immediate
opportunity to be involved in the church. Service skills
are sharpened, leadership abilities are developed, and an
environment is created in which a young person receives
permission to explore his or her ministry gifts even with
the possibility of failure (Gane, page 230). No better way
exists for that involvement to be deepened. “We get to
experience the joy of discovering the gifts God has given
us to build up the body of Christ through service” (Case
& Cornforth, 1995, p. 15).
Finally, service is so highly correlated with lasting
commitment to the church because service constitutes one
of those bedrock reference points to which we may always
return when uncertainties assail us. Pulitzer Prize winning
author, Robert Coles, reminds us that “an idealism exerted
at one moment in life” can ground our faithfulness in later
times of crisis. It is at those moments, Coles contends, that
courage is affirmed, a moral life is lived to the fullest, compromises are shunned, and utterly unassailable principles
are consistently upheld “(Coles, 1993, page 256).

Service and Developing Relationships

One of the very special benefits emerging from service
is the development of relationships. Being helpful to others
allows one the opportunity to develop a relationship with
those being served. Our research has demonstrated that
excellent relationships lead to effective communication
and positive behaviors. Forming a great relationship first
enhances the believability of what one has to say and the
impact of what one says.
A study among Caribbean adolescents–measuring
sexual behavior and substance use–confirmed the link
between relationships, effective communication, and risk
reduction. When parents have an excellent relationship
with their children, and when these same parents talk with
their youth about sex and drugs, their children were at lower
risk for engaging in high-risk behaviors as compared to
youth who do not rate their relationship with their parents
as excellent when these same parents talk to their youth
about sex and drugs. (McBride et al., 2005).
Actually, Christ’s method was precisely the same. First,
he formed relationships with people, then he said, “Follow
me.” The Ministry of Healing clearly states: “Christ’s method
alone will give true success in reaching the people. The Savior mingled with men as one who desired their good. He

showed His sympathy for them, ministered to their needs,
and won their confidence. Then He bade them, ‘Follow
me’” (White, 1942, page 143).

The Nuts and Bolts of Service

There are three important steps in youth service. First,
as church leaders, meet with youth and discuss with them
a service program. Get the youth involved in looking for
service opportunities and developing the program. Identify
ways to get youth involved in service in your community,
not just in your church. Second, go with them to perform
the service. Simply sending your youth out alone to serve is
not a good strategy. Experience the service together. This
additionally gives you the opportunity to develop a trusting
relationship with the youth, and we know from research that
when youth have a trusting relationship with a key adult,
these same youth are at lower risk for dangerous behaviors
(Hopkins et al., 2007). Third, spend time in reflecting on
the service activity. Talk about the experience.

Ideas for Service

First, pray a prayer that sounds something like this:
“Lord, please give me the vision and perception to identify
your children in need and opportunities to serve people.
Please give me clarity to see opportunities for service.”
Service activities
should be regular, perhaps once or twice each
“Get the youth involved
week. They should be
in looking for service
fairly brief and change
opportunities and
often enough to keep
youth interested in serdeveloping the program.
vice. Do not plan to pick
Identify ways to get youth
up the garbage on the
involved in service in your
highway for six hours
community, not just in
each Sunday. While it
your church.”
is a good thing to pick
up garbage, youth will
lose interest in this quickly. Consider identifying people
who are in the hospital and visiting them with the intent
of cheering up their day. Get involved with the Parks and
Recreation Department in your hometown. Get your youth
involved in your local food bank, distributing clothing and
food to those in need. Stand with your youth at the door
of a supermarket with a list of foods needed at the food
bank. Pass out these lists to shoppers as they enter the store
and then collect what they have purchased from the list as
they leave. Young people can help sick people with yard
chores. As a goal, plan on spending half an hour or so once
or twice each week in service with youth. And, how about
Pathfinders as a service organization?
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Conclusion

As a people, we have often struggled with ideas about
how to keep our youth involved and committed to our
church. This article suggests that the words of Jesus in
Matthew 25 provide the best program for youth retention.
Scientific research provides strong support for the words
of Jesus. Youth who are engaged in service are significantly
more likely to engage in positive behaviors, avoid high- risk
behaviors, and develop a mature Christian faith that keeps
them committed to the church.
Service is not something we just send our youth to
engage in. We must clearly understand what service is
and what it can mean for our young people. If we want
to encourage our youth in the never-ending battle with
high-risk behaviors, if we want them to discover an active
role in the church, and if we want them to remain vigorous
contributors to our family of faith, we must recommit to
leading them in a life of service. If we are willing to make
this commitment on our part and work with our youth in
developing service programs in our church, we can make
a difference in their lives on this earth and, based on Matthew 25, for eternity!
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Unity And Ministry Through the
Massification Of Adventism
Van G. Hurst
Youth and Church Ministries Director
Mid-America Union Conference of Seventh-day Adventists

Abstract

The Seventh-day Adventist Church has a history of ministering to people groups who have been fractured
from their original congregations or social norms (demassification) and then renew their identity in Adventism (remassification). The unique needs of today’s generations are a rapid remassification of youth groups
who need to be discipled. The uniqueness of these youth, their need for parental influence, peer affirmation,
and a horizontal leadership structure to enable future mentoring and ministry at minimal cost are a vital
part of the cycle of ministry which appears to be currently nonexistent in many Adventist congregations.

T

Homogenous Massification of Adventism

o understand and fix what causes youth to leave
the church, it is helpful to understand the process
of how we have arrived at this juncture in Adventist history. The homogeneous (pressing together
in oneness) massification of Adventism was formulated on
the original concept of our church’s vision and structure
in the late 1800s. The early Adventist Church did not see
itself as multiple congregations but rather as one “engaged
movement” to take the message of the second advent of
Jesus Christ to the world.
New church strategies that vociferously announce
multiple campus churches are “going back to the future” for
Adventism. The Adventist Movement was not formulated
as single congregations (congregationalism) but rather a
concept of satellite congregations within one body, especially following 1862. Originally, the Adventist Movement
was largely an independent group of Christians from the
New England states composed from various and diverse
denominations. Early believers were the remnants of the
“great disappointment” of 1843 and 1844. As the poem at
the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor reads: “Give me
your tired, your poor huddled masses yearning to breathe
free; the wretched refuse of your teaming shores. Send these,
the homeless, tempest tossed to me. I lift my lamp beside
the golden door.”
The experience of individuals seeking their identity has
been the story of God’s people from Abraham’s day, the New

Testament church, the history of the United States, the history of Adventism, and now, the history of Post Millennials.
Initially the early Adventist Movement was hesitant to
write even a creed or a list of doctrines because they didn’t
want to be bound to other men’s thoughts or resemble the
church of the Middle Ages. This desire for individuality
found coalescence and seemed to work for a short time in the
emerging church. Then the diversification of organizational
evolution met reality’s need for structure. Adventism was
facing fracture; splintering due to doctrinal issues of “the
closed door,” “tongues,” the Sabbath, and other teachings.
The believers needed to establish their identity. We must
not lose sight of the fact that “culture is to the church what
a soul is to the human body" (Lewis, 2005). Adventism was
already developing its own culture. It is unique from other
religious belief systems due to its history, heritage, and Biblical exposition. For much of the twentieth century Adventism addressed missions and ministry from this ubiquitous
practice. This resulted in one worship style stemming from
its European/New England roots. America is not composed
of one people, but rather a melting pot of all people.
Adventism was a culture embracing the grand missionary movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. In that culture “believing was considered applicable to belonging” (Lewis, 2005). Today’s society want to
belong before they will: decide to believe.
Adventism is a historic renovation of ecclesiastical
hierarchy. It is a blended representative form of democracy
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and presbytery leadership. Utilized to its fullest extent this
structure has been able to flex and adjust to any needs or
changes that the church institution has faced. To the extent
that we can understand the way our world is changing, we can
usually enhance our relevance, value, and even our personal
and professional success. Now, again in these last days, youth
ministry must modify, change, shift, and refocus by:
1. Defining the needs of each current youth grouping
in the local church
2. Re-tooling the adult youth leadership to respond
appropriately to those defined challenges
3. Discipling the youth to be actively involved in
bringing their friends to Christ
4. Mentoring and coaching the youth to minister to
the next generation
We can no longer say, “one size fits all.” As teens
increasingly segment themselves based on lifestyles, personal preferences, and practices; the organization must
customize its efforts to meet the needs of her youth.
Youth are looking for:
1. Identity
2. Value
3. Recognition
“Identity” allows young people to be unique from other
generations or norms. They often enjoy generational art
forms and attitudes which identify them as real people in
an adult world. Age, influence, and convictions help dictate
how a teen’s identity illustrates itself.
“Value” reaches the most basic need of humanity. All
young people need to know they are precious, appreciated,
highly esteemed, sought after; and truly wanted by those
who cherish them.
“Recognition” is the affirmation of a teen by friends
and family which elevates self-worth and enables teens to
face the future with hope and confidence in themselves.
This attribute must come from others. If the church does
not give it, the youth cannot live it, and finally they will go
where they receive it!

Demassification of Our Sub-culture

Industry understands the necessity of customization
versus standardization. Youth ministry is now a product
of age and requires us to also customize our approach.
Everything in teens’ lives is customized to their needs.
Standardization often follows institutionalization. This
new order could be described by five characteristics and
is parallel to the classical order mandates:
1. Customization will replace standardization.
2. Convergence of internal and external resources
will supplant synchronization.
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3.

Integration of whole processes will displace specialization of tasks.
4. Delegation of authority and distributed production
will succeed centralization.
5. Demassification will supersede large-scale
production.
Such trends are illustrated by Burger King’s motto, “Have
it your way.” We also observe this in the movie industry,
automobile industry, and just about every aspect of
contemporary life.
This is to acknowledge that whatever specific choices
we make, the basic conception of our church will have to
align with the reality of the new generations (Y and Z) in
which we live and work; otherwise the church will die on
the altar of irrelevancy.
Adventism grew out of the demassification of society
as our sub-culture experienced “cell church” mitosis and
expanded geographically, culturally, and to a large extent by
gender throughout the world. In recent decades we have also
demassified by age to the extent that youth ministry mirrors
some of the attributes of adult ministry. As the adults have
various Sabbath School classes, Men’s Ministry, Women’s
Ministry, Single’s Ministry, etc., youth usually have Cradle
Role, Kindergarten, Primary, Juniors, Tween, Teens, Youth,
Young Adults, Little Lambs, Eager Beavers, Adventurers,
Pathfinders, Teen Leadership Training, Master Guides, etc.
All are segmented by age, not interest. As youth enter the
mid-teen years of life, interest is a major component of their
progression. The church endeavors to reach all segments
of today’s culture.
Still, our ministry must accommodate the uniqueness
of more sub groups/divisions because tomorrow we will
have new generations with more subgroup identification
needing individualized love, attention, and value. The Big
Moo outlines what youth ministry is now facing. “In our
fast-moving, media-crazed culture… Those who fit in
now won’t stand out later. Those who follow the rules are
never noticed—because the system has broken their spirit.
There’s plenty of work for the undifferentiated masses, so
you can have as much of that as you are willing to handle.
The fast-rising stars are those who question authority and
refuse to do what’s been done before”(Goodin, 2005). In
other words only purple cows with a big moo stand out and
get noticed. On the one hand post millennials do not want
to stick out! On the other hand they crave personalized
attention, affirmation, and consideration as outlined in the
Youth 4 Youth surveys of the Mid-America Union. “If God,
as we believe, is truly revealed in the life of Christ, the most
important thing to Him is the creation that centers on loving fellowship, which in turn infects the world” (Beckham,
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1997). Our youth are crying out for the fundamental need
since creation—“Please love me.”

question remains, How can the church minister to these
children of God’s supreme love?
The Seventh-day Adventist Church is missing three or
Transitional Massification
four major ministry components in the cycle of ministry
When a group of people demassify, the result in society that keeps the back door closed. That is costing us this
will be for those with similar interests to be self-collated into generation! Can you pick the missed opportunities out
sub-groups. This transition (massification) will be exhibited of the following cyclical sequence? This cycle includes:
by desires, likes, fashions, values, education, handicaps, “the children’s programs, the dynamic youth programs to
and perceptions considered unique. “The values of your academy and high schools, the vibrant collegiate program,
culture—stated or unstated, thought out or unintentional and the post-college young adult/newly weds programs"
—shape the feel, behavior, and attitude of a congregation (Osborne, 2008). “Young adults tend to mimic the behavmore than anything else”(Lewis, 2005). As a sub-culture ioral patterns of their parents" (Osborne, 2008). When
of the United States, Adventist youth have experienced young couples have children, young parents re-engage in
the largest paradigm shift or transitional massification in church activities as their parents modeled for them.
“One reason congregations in the United States are in
recorded history. The brains of our youth have/are actually
mutated in ways unprecedented and often unrecognized by trouble is that they have a low percentage of engaged memlocal youth leadership. For example, we now have 1 in 150 bers… Only 29% (3 out of 10) people really care whether
children born with autism. How will the Adventist church they are in attendance. It is belonging (engagement) that
respond to these children and their families? “Heredity plays leads to believing (commitment). So if you want your mema highly important role in the form of
bers (youth) to become more spiritually
basic learning abilities or behavioral
committed help them become more
“About
the
same
percentage
repertoires, but we now have clear eviengaged” (Winseman, 2007). We must
dence that the environment can play a
be genuine in our love and affirmation
of Adventist youth who
of them as real people of value.
roll in shaping brain structure and in
attend public high school
turn, learning behavior. It is the area of
It appears approximately 66%
attend public college. The
the brain that is stimulated that grows”
- 75% of Adventist teens attend public
result is that the ‘back
high school rather than the Adventist
(Healy, 1999). “In 1981, cable television
door’ of the church is open
parochial school system. The attrition
entrepreneur Ted Turner appeared in
Washington before a House subcommitrate of Adventist youth in public school
wider than the ‘front door’
tee to give his comments about network
may be as high as 80% (depending on
of the church.”
programming. As a cable tycoon seeking
conference and other variables). The
government help in breaking the netchurch is not showing love to these
works hegemony, he stood personally
Adventist students, and in return they
lose
their
identity
with
the Seventh-day Adventist Church
to benefit from criticism of the broadcasters. Nonetheless,
his remarks were hailed widely as expressing what many (they do not identity with Adventist doctrine, organization,
Americans were thinking: “A large portion of our population or fellowship). About the same percentage of Adventist
is sick, and the major culprits are the tremendous television youth who attend public high school attend public college.
networks and the motion picture companies that are turning The result is that the “back door” of the church is open wider
our young people into a society of lawbreakers, murderers, than the “front door” of the church. This overwhelming
drug addicts, and perverts.” CBS, NBC, and ABC, Turner attrition rate is an indicator of a great spiritual problem
said, were producing a steady stream of imagery designed that is death to the organization. We must close this door
to elicit reactions from viewers (Knight, 1998). He further by immediately investing resources into lay-led loving
traced the changes in America’s value system and politically ministry targeting public high and collegiate students if we
targeted issues regarding homosexuality, adultery, racism, are intent on closing the back door of the church for these
the environment, animal rights, and political mores as well age groups and having a future for this organization. It is
as defacing Christianity and religion as mentally illiterate my deduction that this organization, as we know it, cannot
extremists beginning in 1969. Our youth and children tend survive without these younger generations.
to replicate the values of our entertainment tantalized society.
Do you suppose Adventist youth have been affected? This Remassification of Subcultures
is where we stand, may God have mercy on our souls. The
As people or people groups find commonality with
those of like issues, tastes, education, and design, they will
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reform themselves into a coalescence of culture. This process
can be referred to as remassification. The church must be
ready to respond to each ministry opportunity. The newest
culture group will tend to be the developing youth groups of
society—although overlooked groups will surface.
The reaction to stimuli for demassification and
remassification is a learned response by teens through
the avenues of environment, parents, friends, media,
and personal experience influence. There also may be
physiological factors to consider.
The results from the Mid-America Union Conference
Youth 4 Youth survey indicate that youth attend church
basically due to parental influence, peer friendship, and the
personal experience of fun/enjoyment. Teens, like churches,
tend to be a cooperative group of individuals. “Crowds attract
crowds. To create new missions that break out of the mold of
the self-serving, survival-minded, family-run organizations,
leaders must find a way to plant churches [youth ministries]
that can pack out their meetings in a very short period of
time. The primary difference between growing and declining
churches [youth groups] is their attitude. Growing groups
[churches] feel they have something worthwhile to offer to
their community. Their high level of self-esteem provides
the energy and strength to share the gospel of Christ with
people in the community" (Gray, 2007).
One can conclude that with the dissolution of each
or any one of these three stimuli (parental influence, peer
friendship and personal experience) the attrition rate of
teen attendance increases, attendance drops off and the
youth may be permanently lost to the Kingdom of God.
Even though youth
may ceas e attending
church related events,
“Even though youth may
that does not indicate
cease attending church
there will be a cessation of
related events, that does
social activity. Rather, it
not indicate there will
implies youth will remassify in their own like
be a cessation of social
minded sub-groups with
activity.”
various facets of identification and characteristics.
They will meet at the high
school prom, with another denomination’s youth group,
become part of a gang, etc. Once the teens reach out seeking
for ministry and personal fulfillment, we have a precious
few opportunities to secure the youth’s interest and connect their identity in Jesus before they leave and make new
alliances or new commitments.

82

Remassification Identifiable

We identify the general characteristics of our people
groups as Boomers, Generation Xers, Generation Y, and
Generation Z. Each has its own sense of values and unique
characteristics with an acknowledged blending on some
points. Ministry within the Adventist church tends to react
slowly to the unique remassification of new ministry. We
tend to respond in a post-traumatic fashion only after the
opportunity for ministry is either past or nearly too late rather
than grasp the change as a Divine sign for new advancement.
The issues of salvation have been obfuscated by religious rhetoric, and the youth have picked up on these
motifs. In short, much of spirituality in America is Christian
in name only. “We desire experience more than knowledge.
We prefer choices to absolutes. We embrace preferences
rather than truths. We seek comfort rather than growth.
Faith must come on our terms or we reject it. We have
enthroned ourselves as the final arbiters of righteousness,
the ultimate rulers of our own experience and destiny. We
are the Pharisees of the new millennium, and our youth
have picked up on our predispositions” (Barna, 1998).
Due to our Adventist church model, which has many
valuable merits, in the United States we tend to remain
satisfied with the status quo instead of evaluating and
modifying ministry to address the ever changing needs of
the local Adventist teen’s identity. It is this writer’s opinion
that we must provide ministry for the salvation of the current generation in the motif of relevant love.

Opportunity

Martin Weber’s thesis regarding why Adventist preacher’s young adults leave the church may give some validity
to the surveys that Hurst collected from a cross section of
youth during Mid-America Union youth events (see report
at the end of this paper).
The results indicate that our youth are leaving because of:
1. The judgmental demeaning attitudes of the adults and
parents (lack of love)
2. The bombardment of criticism the teens receive
3. The standards which the youth believe have no Biblical
foundation
4. The lack of energetic, interactive ministry targeting their
generation’s uniqueness
As adults we need to do a reality check. The question is
not if adults truly are judgmental and critical. The question
is: Do the youth feel that is our attitude? Regardless of our
defensive posture of denial, perception is their reality. If we
want the youth to be a part of our church, they must perceive that we have a positive, loving, whole hearted attitude
toward them and all other church members. Unkind talk
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about them and about other people is driving our youth
from their church, and it must stop.
I recommend the books: The Likeability Factor: How to
Boost Your Likeability Factor and Achieve Your Life’s Dreams
by Tim Sanders (ISBN #: 9781400080502); The Friendship
Factor: Helping Our Children Navigate Their Social World
—and Why It Matters for Their Success by Kenneth Ruben
(ISBN #: 9780142001899); Sticky Church by Larry Osborne
(ISBN#: 9780310285083); Reaching People under 40 While
Keeping People over 60—Being Church for All Generations
by Edward H. Hammett (ISBN: 13:9780827232549). These
are in the category of must read books for people who want
to strengthen their relationships with youth and learn how
to grow the church. A seminar that is ageless (8 sessions)
is Learning To Love. Implemented, these Biblically driven
concepts will revolutionize a church that wants to save its
youth and turn its congregation into an affirming community of love.
Some congregations have become so polarized that
the adults are willing for their children to leave the church
rather than for the adults to allow change. “He will also go
before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the
hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient
to the wisdom of the just, to make ready a people prepared
for the Lord” (Luke 1:17). Scripture indicates that before
the return of Jesus, a “wall” will have developed between
fathers and their children. The Spirit of Revival will heal
that disconnect, and fathers will again foster self- sacrificing love to their most cherished possession. Is it possible
that the parents have eaten sour grapes, and the youth’s
teeth are set on edge? This is a difficult concept to balance
because youth of this age tend to want to live without any
absolutes, without boundaries and barriers other than
their own desires.
In the Youth 4 Youth survey at the end of this
chapter, the youth give us positive feed back. They are
hungry for genuine love from their parents and church
members. They are thirsty for the friendship of their peers.
Their hearts cry out for organized recreation, fun, and
meaningful outreach projects.

New Intentionality (Vertical and Horizontal
Local Church Networking) Proposal

Adventism is the most versatile form of responsible
church organization in the world. Our resource network
has been largely vertical network. The vertical network has
been utilized as we propagate ideas, programs, resources,
and personnel to train new models coming from the
General Conference, division, union, local conference,
and congregation to the youth leadership. This tends to
insure the quality and integrity of the programs utilized.

In a rapidly changing world facing financial short falls and
outstanding needs for ministry, the church cannot react
fast enough to meet the immediate needs to the newly
formed sub-culture group. By the time a new ministry is
designed by the General Conference resource creators, the
opportunity has already mutated and been lost.
The book Leading Change teaches that all change is
driven by the “sense of urgency” (Kotter, 1997). The greater
the urgency, the faster change can be realized. In youth
ministry, adult sponsors must be trained in suspended judgment and how to recognize opportunities for ministry. The
lack of trained infrastructure is preventing youth ministry
from being the most effective. Our situation is of the most
dire consequence.
Horizontal networking is a more immediate form
of nurture and resource to the local church. As finances
become tighter, it will become harder for local congregations to be visited by the conference youth director due to
continued downsizing.
The vertical infrastructure of Adventism has
“Some congregations have
been reduced to “bare
become so polarized that
bones.” Local church
the adults are willing for
youth leaders need to be
their children to leave the
networked together so
church rather than for the
they see themselves as a
part of the whole body
adults to allow change. ”
of the church. Members
with excellently developed youth leadership talents and gifts must minister in
their strengths. They should be encouraged to assist a
sister church in their immediate area to develop the sister
church’s youth ministry in every way possible. “Understanding your talents and strengths and those of the people you
work with can dramatically improve your effectiveness and
accomplishment" (Winseman, 2008).
“The only way to figure out how something can get
done is to refuse to take your eye off what needs to be done.
Don’t let how intimidate you” ( Stanley, 2003). Such new
direction will facilitate youth ministry to include more teens,
better qualified adult youth leadership, and more interactive
programming. Ultimately, it will allow youth the privilege to
know Jesus and choose to give their hearts to Him.
“If we are serious about ministering to people, we could
not have asked for a better place and time in history to be
alive”( Barna, 2007).
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Survey of Some Attendees
September, 2008
Question #1: What is retaining youth in the
local Adventist Church?

01. Our youth department is designed and organized by
younger up to date adults.
02. Younger adults are not against the music styles and
ideas that youth have.
03. Family and friends ties youth to any blessing they do
receive.
04. The habit of going.
05. For me church is like a second home where you know
everyone and they know you. You can go there and
everyone welcomes me with many hugs.
06. I know that the church is there for me if I’m struggling.
07. Friends keep youth in the church.
08. Parents keep youth in the church.
09. Our church just planted and our church is really cool.
10. I think a lot of kids go when they see their friends
attending. So they want to attend to see what it’s about
and have some fun.
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11. God is helping keep the youth in church by reaching
out and showing them awesome stuff that make them
want to stay. Youth also feel a real need for God.
12. My love fore Christ is the only thing keeping me in
the Adventist Church. Sermons may not always be
interesting, but I go for the environment.
13. Even though it is very minimal, adult involvement that
know how to relate to youth is extremely important.
14. Make the youth as important as older folks.
15. Make sure that the youth are given the full opportunity
to learn about the love of Jesus.
16. Awesome youth programs. When you do outreach plan
fun things and get the youth involved…it gets them
on fire for God.
17. Good parenting is a huge key and there’s not enough
of it.
18. Going to an Adventist school where kids my age are
on fire for God helps keep my faith strong. I love that
our church focuses on the Bible.
19. At my church everyone gets to know each other and
we grow close.
20. Our youth program is really strong for Sabbath School
and vespers.
21. Our summer youth program is also very strong and
one of the best I’ve ever been to.
22. Young people’s friends are keeping them in the church.
They want to come to church to be with their friends.
23. Parents insisting on kids attending.
24. Fear of not making it to heaven if you don’t go to
church.
25. Having friends and socializing keep youth coming.
26. Parents and the love we have for God. Not everything
is bad, so if you’re strong enough a kid will stick it out
and stay.
27. Our youth group keeps us coming. It is relevant, interactive, interesting and has talks/discussions regarding
topics that affect our lives.
28. Church service do not seem relevant therefore they
are boring with very little real interaction.
29. If people help you when a student has problems and
help you be in different youth programs.
30. The adults keep us coming.
31. Some Adventist youth have a good relationship with
God. Others stay out of fear that they will go to hell if
they leave the church.
32. A strong belief that the youth will be with their loves
ones who have died, a belief in God, Jesus and the Holy
Spirit.
33. Rules keep us in the church. Some of us are forced to
follow or believe something for fear we may be outcast,
misunderstood or forever condemned to doom.
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34. Family and friends keep us coming.
35. Their true love for God. Kids need to have a real
connection with the Father up above.
36. Our music, friends, outings develop a sense of
belonging to the church.
37. Giving youth opportunities to lead and go to difference
schools.
38. Friends keep youth in the church.
39. Friends, youth programs, music that speaks to kids.
40. Positive peer pressure. Having friends who are passionate about God and wanting to be more like Him.
41. Good friends and positive relationships keep youth in
the church.
42. I think the reason I stay in my church is because I know
everyone and feel comfortable with the members.
43. A good pastor.
44. Parents keep in church as does the school. We must
experience the love of God.
45. Good influences in the church. People like the pastor.
46. Youth must feel welcome. We must feel that the church
is OUR church by really being needed and a vital part
of the church’s ministry.
47. Parents pretty much have to find ways to keep the youth
going to church until the kid’s relationship with Jesus
takes over.
48. I think that our relationship with God is keeping youth
in the church.
49. Most youth stay in church because they have parents
that make them. I stay for the music. I have found a
way that I love to worship God and that is through
playing bass.
50. I think the yearning for a good and healthy future life
keeps us in the church. I want to have a healthy home
as an adult.
51. For me it’s the hope that we can get something going.
That we can help design a youth program that includes
us.
52. Youth attending church like…depends on the adults in
the church. Some youth decide to leave, not because of
the church, but because of the people in the church.
53. Personal choice is keeping youth in the church. A
good church atmosphere really helps. Good parents
and understanding leaders.
54. Youth stay when they really enjoy church people and
feel safe praising God.
55. If you are in a really youth oriented church, the music
and accepting loving friends keep the youth from
leaving. The Adventist youth who stay and are strong,
never give up on the friends, so youth stay because the
people in some churches truly love them.

56. God’s message and love. Many kids have been brought
up with the Truth and feel like they already know it, so
they won’t be coming back. In some churches a variety
of youth ministry is another reason for them staying.
57. Strong youth groups keep youth in church.
58. Adventist education is a strong keeper for some of us.
59. Good peers, role models and parents are a must.
60. I love the praising God and fellowship with one another.
61. The youth that stick it out and remain in the church
get themselves more involved in the church with one
another.
62. Friends and family loving God and each do fun activities and events together.
63. The fact that their friends keeping them coming to
church and the youth feel comfortable attending church
events.
64. When the adult members go out of their way to encourage youth involvement in the church, we really feel
welcome and important to God as well.

Question #2: What is causing Adventist youth
to leave the local church?

01. Conservative elderly people that criticize us.
02. Older folks never let it go if you do mess up so that
you will never feel accepted there again.
03. Peer pressure is causing youth to leave.
04. Pushy grown ups spouting rules instead of a real message.
05. Church is boring and often we have non-existent youth
programs.
06. The older people make you feel like a sinner and that
you do nothing right.
07. Adults freak out over the smallest things like clothing
(they need to worry about more important stuff).
08. People judging the youth the ways we dress.
09. Church is boring with songs from the 1800’s that I’ve
never heard.
10. Crazy old people with really strict views.
11. The majority of our views always seem to come from
Ellen White.
12. People are constantly looking down and judging the
youth.
13. A lot of people in the Adventist Church say things and
act like they are holy, but you find out they are not real.
Then youth don’t want to attend because we think that
is how all Adventists are.
14. They might think church is boring and maybe friends
are leaving (like negative peer pressure). Youth may
feel that God has deserted them.
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15. I know of a few youth that have left or don’t come
regularly because they are involved in sports that take
place on Sabbath.
16. Other youth do not attend because split families.
17. Adults and other youth criticize kids when they come
to church making them feel uncomfortable.
18. Youth leave because we don’t have enough youth
directors or people involved in the youth program.
Two or three people can only do a limited amount.
19. Adventist youth are confused about what they believe.
Kids in my church grow up basically believing what
their parents tell them so when they leave the house
they don’t know what to do or what to believe.
20. God seems to judgmental and we’re not worthy to be
in His presence…so it’s not worth our time.
21. Financial issues cause the youth to leave. Finances
have torn apart the church and made a lot of tension
between members.
22. There is a lost of lying between members that destroys
a sense of honesty and trust.
23. We do not bind together as a family in my church so
guests only come once.
24. The music is old fashioned.
25. The sermons don’t usually relate to us.
26. There aren’t any youth my age.
27. The rules are too strict.
28. Youth don’t think they are going to have any fun so
they don’t come.
29. Problems with the pastor.
30. The services are not interesting to youth; they are
routine.
31. We do not have enough church activities.
32. It is a lot of strict rules where most of what you hear
is what you can’t do. Not being able to do things never
attracts youth!
33. Like…rules are being thrown at them and the church
is just one big house of rules! The Bible seems like a
big handbook of rules.
34. All the focus is put on rules. We are criticized instead
of accepted. Instead of showing us that God’s love is
unconditional the elderly adults push us away because
of dress length, nail polish color and wearing jewelry.
They need to focus on who we are inside.
35. There are absolutely no youth programs at church.
36. I go to a small church. They youth don’t seem to be
leaving.
37. Church services are sometimes not completely youth
centered and interactive.
38. Youth are generally bored with the whole church
scenario.
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39. Adventist youth are hanging out with people they don’t
need to be around and it results in us putting God after
everything else.
40. They think church is boring…it no longer interests
them.
41. Youth feel unsupported and like they can’t be a
successful Christian.
42. The kids are leaving because of too many non-Bible
rules that are being made.
43. The older people are so judgmental of the youth. Also
not being understanding or caring to how we really
feel. Adults just push our feelings aside.
44. Adults need to lead by example and start doing, not
just talking about church.
45. The old members never like change; so it is just what
they want church to be and the youth don’t like it.
46. We don’t feel excepted as we are and somehow feel
judged by others which end up making youth seem
unwelcome.
47. Kids lose their faith because of stuff that happens in
their life and no one pay enough attention to realize
and help them until it is already too late.
48. Young people leave because of rebellion against their
parents, doubtful faith in God or drugs and gangs
influence them out.
49. Adult pride is causing youth to leave. Some adults are
so proud of what they do; who they are, and think
they’re the only ones who knows everything or what
is right.
50. Kids are being misjudged and so are their intentions
and actions. It’s like the older people in the church
don’t care about the teen’s feelings as long as they get
their point across and are satisfied. Also the music
in our church is only hymns. I really think it is not
disrespecting God to praise Him with music different
from that of the older people in the church.
51. People don’t get along.
52. There is nothing that kids can feel a part of at church.
53. Worship service are so long doing the same service
week after week that the service just starts getting
boring.
54. Youth move to another town without an Adventist
Church.
55. Public schools have event on Saturday that draws us
out of the church.
56. Some members just need to learn to accept people and
not judge them on outward appearances.
57. The elders of the church who don’t listen and expect
the worst from the youth.
58. Kids don’t feel like they fit in and don’t think anyone
will help them fit in.
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59. All of the rules like the keeping of the Sabbath.
60. The biggest issue in my church that causes the youth to
leave is the traditional worship service. We get yelled
at every time we do music that has percussion. Adults
need to respect our culture just like they expect us to
respect theirs.
61. Church is not very exciting for young people who are
full of energy and vision.
62. When a youth group is as close as ours new kids do
not feel welcome because of being too shy. They are left
out. One friend left because she had heavy struggles
and thinks God has abandoned her.
63. Youth leave the local church because the church does
not have a strong youth program with young adults
leading who have a good report with the youth.
64. We don’t have enough events planned for the youth to
keep us energized and looking forward.
65. Services are too traditional. We need something to
keep us awake! Adults are too judgmental.
66. Youth are leaving because older people are not accepting the younger ones (clothing, hair, music, style, etc.).
Even if we look a little odd or may not be perfect like
conservative people; that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be
accepted into the church, cuz we too have and want to
be with Christ.
67. Church has been such a routine that when the youth go
out and experience other things church then becomes
boring. When the teens start driving they quit coming.
68. Youth need more parental support and better attitudes
towards youth.
69. Adventists are too strict, like with dress and the
Sabbath. I lot of my friends just think it is weird and
controlling.
70. Church only appeals to older people where I come
from because they won’t change. They say drums are of
the Devil. It is hard to go and listen to a service where
everything is meant for older adults and is boring. We
like to enjoy things and it its miserable, why come back.
71. I think the church focuses too much on the rights and
wrongs, and what you can and can’t do. The kids who
are not getting into the best stuff are almost shunned
from church rather than welcomed. Parents are so
focused on keeping their children away from bad
influences that they don’t realize how good it would
be for the other kids to come.
72. Lack of enthusiasm for youth. There’s no programming
or anything for most youth; not even a good opening
for them to participate in the worship service.
73. We feel forced to go to church as a little child…so as
we grow older and become of age youth decide they
will not attend any more.

74. Kids are not feeling welcome at all. Other people in
the church are not making them feel welcome. Teens
these days take criticism to heart and some people in
the church easily judge them.
75. Adventist strictness like worshipping on the Sabbath
(Friday sunset is when parties usually take place and
kids don’t want to miss that).
76. I think that the young people are dealing with all these
pressures and going to church is boring so they don’t
enjoy it. We loose interest because some of the time
what we are hearing doesn’t relate to us and the older
folks are scolding or lecturing us. We get annoyed with
that and just want to be understood.
77. Youth feel pressured to be the perfect little Christian
and may feel that the church is ministering to or helping them. Kid may feel like they don’t need church
anymore because they just got on their own.
78. Teens are under constant pressure and bored with the
church. Youth need must be met and not have religion
shoved down their throats.
79. Teens are naturally rebellious and dumb:>)
80. Kids feel like they are being judged. Sometimes it feels
like adults try to force religion onto the youth. Adults
should just share Jesus and not be bossy. Life should
be joyful not like a prison, but more like a place where
people want to come and have fun.
81. Maybe because teens feel pushed and that they don’t
really belong with the church.
82. Most youth leave the church because the older generation seems to judge them. At my church a lady told me
leggings were not appropriate for church. If my mom
hadn’t made me come to church after that I would have
not returned.
83. Unacceptence, boring services, judgmental attitudes on
music styles, clothing, food…. too traditional. Tradition can be a good thing, but our church is immersed
in it. We have the same service, prayers and everything.
84. Pushy condemning adults.
85. Lack of youth social interactions in small church cause
youth to go somewhere else for the fellowship.
86. Non invigorating services are boring.
87. No close friends in our church.
88. Boring preacher
89. Established members in the church judging the youth.
90. Adults implying that they are better than other people
in the community.
91. The adults don’t like youth and show it by making rules
that take the fun out of life. So youth do worldly things
because the fun has been taken out of Godly things.
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92. In some cases it can be the music of the church that
causes a disconnect. All too often the pastor’s sermons
are irrelevant to the teens.
93. Many Adventist youth feel the church is full of nothing
but “do nots.”
94. To many churches are kinda judgmental to people.
Adults look at them like why are you dressed like that
or why are you here. It make the people feel like they
shouldn’t be there, so they leave.

Question #3: How can the local church help
you save your friends for Christ? (In other
words…what do you need that will help you
reach out to your peers?)

01. We need a bigger voice in what happens (we are after
all the future).
02. Separate worship service exclusively for youth.
03. By giving us a good environment to be able to fellowship and have fun and reach our friends by our actions.
04. Youth rallies
05. Something fun that we can go out and do.
06. Host football or basketball game night with worship
afterwards.
07. I think if church did more youth activities other kids
would want to come and have fun.
08. We could do some community outreach or help with
community service or something.
09. We need youth that go out and relate with other youth
and draw them in.
10. Friday night vespers with interactive games, food and
Christian fun.
11. We need more people. When they come they must feel
really welcome. My church needs to do more stuff as a
family and not as individuals.
12. Something that grabs kids attention and is fun.
13. More activities that are fun but not forgetting just what
ministering is about…more encouragement.
14. I need to know that God love me and is wanting a
relationship with me so I can feel accepted. Then I will
let my friends know about Him.
15. More fun enticing healthy activities and choice that I
can bring my friends to.
16. We need more mission outreach projects where we
can witness to kids our age. Old people don’t affect me
(preaching).
17. Our church’s summer youth program is really awesome.
Beside Sabbath school we need to do something else
like play basketball, swimming, etc…
18. Youth rallies help…everyone seems to really like them.
19. We can give them Bible studies and talk about God in
our lives.
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20. More youth activities that we can invite kids from the
community to attend.
21. Someone to come in and talk about more things that
the youth would understand so we can go out and share
it with others.
22. I need to find out who Christ is for myself before I can
start introducing Him to anybody else.
23. Have Bible studies with them about what we believe.
And be there to help them with their struggles in life.
24. By having the right words and how to say them at the
right time to my friends and not be too preachy or pushy.
25. A little “how to” would help…to help others be must
help ourselves first. How can we know what to do if no
one tells us, before we make ourselves look like idiots?
Adults must interact with us first.
26. More contemporary music, more understanding adults,
better sermons, more youth our own age to encourage
each other.
27. Create good youth programs, put more things in the
service and maybe others will want to start being part
of things.
28. Youth events are the most appealing to kids outside
the SDA church.
29. Help in knowing what to say to other youth.
30. More programs where we lead out with youth and do
things other youth would like. Like the praise team
playing at the park, provide food, etc.
31. More teen stuff.
32. Church members need to make us feel like God is there
for us and that we have a place in the church.
33. We need help knowing how to approach friends who
are losing their faith or don’t know about God.
34. Youth need to have a chance. Adults must trust that
teens know how to reach other teens and then give us
a chance to loose/fail.
35. Play a ‘bring a friend day’ where everyone could bring
a friend and spread the word.
36. Open our arms to the community instead of just having
our own little Adventist village.
37. We need programs that are more appealing to people
our age. Stuff needs to be focused for our needs.
38. Other youth seeing the peace we enjoy helps them
yearn for a better life.
39. A nice location for youth to gather (good sound system,
seats, etc.) Also the support of the church behind us
to back us up.
40. Arms that will reach out to the youth and make them
feel like they are welcome no matter what. Acceptance
REALLY!
41. I need to know that the adults in the church are willing
to listen to me.
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42. An influence that makes my friends want what I have.
43. Divine Intervention!!
44. Appealing church services with friendly people who are
non-judgmental. Youth programs at the local church.
45. Set up some youth group and have youth rallies. Something to look forward to and draw their attention…up
beat praise teams.
46. When churches have youth programs like a Toby Mac
Concert or a Jars of Clay or even a Lecrae concert other
youth become drawn. Music really draws the attention
of kids, even the ones who are “lost” open up to music,
if nothing else.
47. My church has a great youth Sabbath School and song
service. It really is nice.
48. Fun activities outside of worship service…like concerts,
mission trips. Youth outings with leader who do not
condemn (openness).
49. Give Bible studies, pray with the youth and be there
for them when they get down.
50. We need more activities that encourage the attending
youth to bring their friends to attend (Game night,
movie nights, etc.)
51. Talk to our friends and get them to attend our fun
night, do outreach ministry.
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hurch dialogue is replete with many well-known
and often repeated sayings and aphorisms. One
which is painfully, at times, but very definitely true
and accurate is that “as we sow, so shall we reap.”
I wish to gratefully and enthusiastically affirm the organizers of this symposium for addressing a hugely important
issue facing the church we love so dearly. The concept of
this meeting flies in the face of the much repeated saying
that our youth are the church and leaders of tomorrow;
it acknowledges that they are in fact the church of today!
We must seriously and clinically review the issues that are
leading to the loss of the millennial generation from our
church family and work toward a blessed and bountiful
harvest. The “sowing” methods must be addressed, and the
“reapers and reaping” be focused.
As one visits around churches in North America,
one is starkly challenged by a church of older people and
children with the distinct paucity of young college and
graduate age members. It has often been said that young
people graduate from high school and at the same time
“graduate” from church. In contrast, in many parts of the
developing world, our church is made up of predominantly
young people. This church growth is fostered by our
education system which, along with our health message,
is a distinctive mission and endeavor of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church. This education initiative is worldwide,
and yet the representation of college-age church members
is paradoxically disparate between developed and emerging
countries. Even in emerging countries one observes attrition
of youth numbers in the church as the level of education

increases, and second- and subsequent generation Seventhday Adventists “graduate” from church.
It appears that education as a stand-alone method is not
enough. Some may immediately turn to both Biblical and
Spirit of Prophecy counsel which show the vital importance
of education. Could it be, however, that we tend to focus on
“educate” while missing its most powerful component? In
volume 5 of Testimonies for the Church, Ellen White writes
the following compelling and challenging exhortation:
“Train the youth, mold the character, educate, educate,
educate, for the future, immortal life. Pray often. Plead
with God to give you a spirit of supplication. Do not feel
that your work as teachers is done unless you can lead your
scholars to faith in Jesus and love for Him” (p.590).
We see, therefore, in this passage that education alone
is not enough. A vital connectedness to individuals of significance and a set of values are contingent on each other.
In the context of our church, the set of values is embodied
in the life and teachings of Jesus. This should not be surprising to a people who preach that our religion depends on
a close relationship with Jesus. Maybe, as with our health
habits, we sometimes preach more than we practice!
As of the year 2007, alcohol is estimated to cause almost
1.8 million deaths per year; this translates into 3.2 percent
of total deaths worldwide. The amount of alcohol consumed
is rising steadily. Binge drinking (the consumption of four
to five successive drinks in males and three to four successive drinks in females) is growing alarmingly among
adolescents and young adults. This trend shows no sign of
abating. Alcohol has consequences through intoxication,
drunkenness, dependence (addiction), and other chemical
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effects on the body. Our church and especially our youth, associated with improved health and longevity. The health
even in our denominational institutions of learning, have benefits studied were not due to moderate drinking but to
not been left unscathed by this assault.
other lifestyle practices! (Stockhill 2006, Naimi 2005)
The Bible records instruction, experience, and warnings
How blessed we have been to have a health message
that help us make wise choices regarding alcohol use. Before which has warned us in detail of the ravages of these poiany scientific description of the negative effects of alcohol sons, even before the epidemiologists did. How dangerous it
on the fetus (fetal alcohol syndrome), Samson’s mother was is to seek what turns out to be a non-existent health benefit
warned not to take alcohol during her pregnancy. Solomon in exchange for the wide spectrum of dangerous effects of
also warns against the effects of alcohol, specifically wine alcohol. These range from impairment of motor skills and
and beer. From his observation and possibly even expe- judgment to the potential destruction caused by trauma,
rience, he describes how alcohol changes and modifies violence, accidents, domestic violence, cirrhosis, cancer,
behavior, usually leading to regrets. The Biblical descrip- addiction, and even dementia. Even one measure of alcohol
tions of alcohol consumption mostly reveal inappropriate impairs neurological function and may even trigger alcohol
and undesirable behaviors and warn against these.
dependence; at present there is not a universally accessible
Since the early 1970s, there has been a raging debate screening test that can predict who will become dependent.
about the benefits of wine and alcohol in general on It is important to “educate” our youth honestly and openly
on these issues. Apart from the facts
heart health (started by the so-called
“French Paradox”). Much has been
and science, the most compelling
written on this issue in the lay and
argument against alcohol use is that
“Caffeine is the world’s most
it impairs our ability to make sound
scientific press. In recent years,
popular psychoactive (moodreanalysis of the data on the French
judgments and respond to the workchanging)
drug
and
is
used
population and further follow-up
ing of the Holy Spirit.
more widely than alcohol
has cast significant doubt on the
Tobacco continues to be the
whole theory. Vested interests in the
largest single cause of preventable
and tobacco. It can lead to
alcoholic beverage industry have
death throughout the world—over
physical dependence which
kept the subject in public view. Even
five million per year. This figure is
by definition results in a
some church members are wondering
set to rise substantially as tobacco
withdrawal syndrome when
whether their health may be suffering
exports to emerging economy
habitual intake is stopped
through not drinking alcohol on a
countries increase, and tobacco use
regular basis.
increases proportionately in these
abruptly.”
Despite this debate in both sciareas. There is no doubt or debate
entific and popular press, there is
as to the negative health impact
no literature at all to show any apparent or real benefit of of tobacco use in all forms. Its use is characterized by
alcohol to the health of young people. The claim of apparent cardiovascular, lung disease, and numerous malignancies
cardiovascular health benefits of alcohol in the middle-aged of various organs because of the manifold carcinogens in
population has also been successfully challenged in recent tobacco smoke. Tobacco is also recognized as a “gateway”
scientific literature. Reanalysis of data used in most of the drug in that its use is commonly associated with graduastudies that showed an apparent benefit of alcohol included tion to the use of other so-called hard recreational drugs.
in the control (non-drinking) groups individuals who were In many countries there are warnings on cigarette boxes,
previous alcohol drinkers; some of these had stopped drink- but these obviously go unheeded by many. This emphasizes
ing because of alcohol-related health problems. These same that information is not preventive if we do not act on it; in
control groups, in general, were in poorer health than the other words, education alone is not enough.
drinkers. Reanalysis of the data, correcting for these defects
We have firm counsel on caffeinated beverages from
in study design, showed no demonstrable health benefits to Ellen White advising avoidance. She never talked about
moderate drinking, compared to the non-drinkers. Further, caffeine per se, but as her description of the effects of tea
sub-analysis of the groups studied showed that those in the and coffee reflect the actions of caffeine, we can presume
moderate drinking group who had originally been thought that she is speaking against caffeine. There are some mixed
to have better health outcomes differed in other ways from messages coming from the scientific literature with some
the control group. They had better diets, exercised regularly, studies showing apparent benefits of caffeine on health.
were of a higher socioeconomic status, and had better access The pro-caffeine lobby ensures that these reports are widely
to health care. This set of circumstances is well-known to be
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distributed with rapidity and purpose! However, the basic
pharmacologic characteristics of caffeine have not changed.
Caffeine is the world’s most popular psychoactive
(mood-changing) drug and is used more widely than
alcohol and tobacco. It can lead to physical dependence
which by definition results in a withdrawal syndrome when
habitual intake is stopped abruptly. Up to 30% of caffeine
consumers are estimated to be dependent. When the intake
of caffeine is stopped suddenly, many and varied symptoms
may result including (but not only) headaches, tiredness,
and irritability. These symptoms may occur within 12-24
hours of cessation and may last up to ten days. Although
death from caffeine overdose is not common, it does occur
and may be intentional; this situation is more likely with the
ingestion of caffeine tablets. However, with the increasing
popularity of caffeinated soft drinks and energy drinks,
emergency room physicians and toxicologists are noting
an increase in caffeine-related problems and symptoms
especially among young people.
In 2006, almost four billion dollars was spent on energy
drinks in the United States alone, and this is indicative
of a worldwide trend. Further, five hundred new brands
of energy drinks were introduced around the world in
the same year. So-called energy drinks have significantly
higher levels of caffeine than the average caffeinated soft
drinks. Analysis of this scenario reveals the formula being
used to hook children and young people. Young people are
exposed first to sugary soft drinks; caffeine is then added,
and energy drinks are introduced. The next step is the
addition of alcohol to energy drinks which are presented
and marketed in a very similar fashion. Brand confusion
can easily result aided by the strategy of pricing alcoholic
energy drinks lower than non-alcoholic energy drinks.
Moreover, the marketing and product design targets and
promotes youth consumption aiming for the “wide-awake
drunk”! What a travesty! One in three teens is likely to use
energy drinks compared to one in ten adults. We have a
duty to inform our youth, set the appropriate example in
our own habits, as well as to lobby against this evil attack on
our society. Caffeine along with tobacco also has gateway
drug potential.
There are many other at-risk behaviors which affect
not only our youth but also the church at large. These
include pre-and extramarital as well as recreational sex,
other drugs (apart from alcohol and tobacco), pornography,
media addiction, and gambling to name but some of the
most prominent addictions. The scope of this paper does
not permit an in-depth analysis of each of these. I have
chosen to highlight the legal addictive and mind-altering
agents as these are more than readily accessible. They are
also forcefully imposed on young people from their earliest

years through a diversity of pervasive media including the
ubiquitous World Wide Web. Because these substances are
legal, the manufacturing industries keep their products in
full view by spending billions on sponsoring sports events.
They also sponsor chat rooms and invest heavily in media
and entertainment.

How Should We Respond?

Sometimes we tend to focus more on the behaviors
(at-risk or otherwise) than on the individuals. This is
particularly of concern when dealing with young people.
We may defensively argue that behavior is not our focus as
an end in itself; we do well to remember that our perception is the reality in which we live. Information alone has
not turned the tide of at-risk behaviors; the lists of “do's
and don’ts” have failed to effect lasting heart and attitude
changes. What works? Are there evidence-based interventions that may help?
The team at the Institute for the Prevention of Addictions (IPA) 1 ignited by the passion of Gary Hopkins has done
much to focus the attention of the world church on the need
for and process of developing resilience or resiliency.
Resilience is defined as the capacity to maintain
competent functioning in the face of difficulty and life
stressors in general. It is a capacity that is developed over
time in the milieu of environmental support of the family,
church, school, and community (Kaplan and Turner, et al.
1996). Resilient individuals have developed coping skills
that enable them to succeed in life despite significant difficulties and at-risk factors (Kaplan, & Turner, et al., 1996).
Researchers have explained resilience in terms of hardiness,
proposing that such individuals have a strong commitment
to self and/or their God. They are willing to decisively deal
with problems. They have a positive attitude toward their
environment and have a strong sense of purpose. They
approach life’s obstacles as challenges that can be overcome
(Herbert, 1996).
From the outside looking inward, the resilience construct attempts to identify factors that account for success
rather than focus on the shortcomings of students who
are at risk of academic failure, drug use, or other at-risk
behaviors (Gonzalez & Padilla, 1997). Research has further
shown that resilient youth have a strong ability to use their
religious faith to maintain a positive vision of a meaningful
life (Herbert, 1996). Resilience does not usually reside in
the avoidance of risk experiences, positive health characteristics, or generally good experiences. It is dependent on
having been exposed to the at-risk situations and being
purposeful and decisive in resisting (analogous to the
development of immunity to infection).
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What are the attributes and characteristics of resilient
youth? (Herbert 1996):
• They have an easygoing and undemanding temperament
or disposition.
• They exhibit improved/increased intellectual
capabilities, especially with respect to verbal and
communication skills.
• They have a realistic view and appraisal of their
environment and circumstances.
• Their confidence is bolstered by hope and that many
situations are predictable and controllable.
• They exhibit problem-solving skills in social and
relational settings.
• They have a sense of direction or mission as evidenced
by the use of a special talent, passion, their faith, or a
strong interest (highly motivated).
• They are sensitive and have the capacity to understand
and respond to the feelings of others.
• They have an appropriate and meaningful sense of
humor.
• They have learned the skill of adaptive distancing
which is the ability to think and act separately from
troubled caretakers.
These are lofty but realistically attainable characteristics
which may be cultivated by a connectedness to a significant
individual (or individuals) and a set of values as those we
enjoy in a relationship with Jesus Christ.
What are the family protective factors that foster resilience?
(Herbert 1996):
The family plays a pivotal role in the development and
nurturing of resiliency. The following are characteristics of
such family environments:
• The presence of a consistent, warm, positive relationship with a caring adult; this is key.
• A positive family environment with meaningful
bonding.
• Parental expectations should be high but realistic.
• There is participation in family responsibilities and
household tasks.
• The parents consistently model resilience and coping
skills.
• There are extended support networks, including family
and friends.
• Family meals are shared together regularly.
What are the school protective factors? (Herbert 1996):
Much of a child’s time is spent in school; we should strive to
develop the following circumstances in our schools and in
whichever school our children attend (this is more difficult
in some areas and almost impossible in others):
• Opportunities for involvement in school decision-making.
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•
•

High but realistic expectations for students’
performance.
Caring, supportive school atmosphere.

Community Protective Factors (Herbert, 1996):
It is stating the obvious that the family, church, and
school together make up the community. Part of the mission
of the church is to make a difference in the communities
in which it has been placed. There are characteristics and
goals to be striven toward in the community:
1. Positive community norms, such as a sense of caring,
commitment, mutual protection, non-drug use, and
opportunity for involvement in community life need
to be cultivated and fostered.
2. Community resources for children and families such
as child care, nutrition, health programs, and drug-free
recreational resources need to be provided (an excellent opportunity for the church to make the Matthew
25 difference!).

Does school research demonstrate the value
of resiliency?

Sociological studies demonstrate that when students
have a positive subjective appraisal of their school environment they show greater interest in school. Students who
perceive their school as a community with connectedness to
one another tend to use drugs less, exhibit less delinquency,
enjoy greater academic success, have less absenteeism,
exhibit greater self-esteem, and possess greater commitment to school. They also have a greater intention to go on
to college (Battistich & Hom 1997). Additionally, students
who feel connected at school commit fewer violent acts,
enjoy protection from tobacco, alcohol, and marijuana use,
and tend to delay participation in first sexual intercourse
and extramarital experimentation. Feeling connected at
school was consistently associated with improved health
generally and health behaviors among these students. In
contrast, classroom size, school policies, and teacher training showed no such association with these benefits (Resnick,
et al. 1997).
The essence of resiliency is the connectedness of
individual young people with significant individuals and
a set of values. The youth need to be recognized, known
by their names, and be an integral part of the family/
church /school/ community. Together with mentoring and
intentional, directed service (both of these topics will be
comprehensively covered by Gary Hopkins and Jonathan
Duffy), resilient, self-respecting youth will be fostered.
The research cited proves that the outcomes are excellent
for such individuals and groups. In effect, these outcomes
reflect the purpose of having church in the first instance!
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In their interesting and well researched book Thaler &
Sunstein (2008) introduce the concept of becoming “choice
architects.” The advertising industry does this all the time
as they try to persuade their various audiences of their need
for the goods on sale. This process is often described as a
nudge. Building and nurturing resilience may be regarded
as ethical and love- inspired nudges in designing fulfilled
and less at-risk futures for our youth. What an awesome
and humbling responsibility we have as we strive through
these processes to reveal and connect our youth not only to
each other but more importantly to the extravagant grace
of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Application of the Resiliency Paradigm

It is never too early to initiate the nurturing of resilience. Start in kindergarten and bring responsible (and
screened) adults in three days per week to assist in the
classroom as volunteers. They can develop relationships
with the students, assist and mentor them, identify special
talents in each student, encouraging development of those
talents. They may, under supervision of the teacher, be able
to help with school work such as reading or math according
to their skills. Try to keep a continuity of the same group of
adults with the same group of students through the sixth to
eighth grades (this is not an easy assignment!). By using
members of our faith community (volunteer retirees),
relationships that foster self worth can be inspired. This
is not only applicable in the school setting; in the church
environment, connectedness and relationships can be
readily nurtured in Sabbath school, church services, youth
groups, and social activities. Just learning the names of our
youth and showing genuine interest will engender a sense
of trust and belonging. This precedes the development of
accountability and loyalty which are significant markers of
resiliency.
It is the responsibility of adults, from the community
of faith, to interact in a meaningful way with youth; this
can empower them with the values necessary to prevent
the dangerous consequences of at-risk behaviors. At the
same time their spiritual growth and life successes will be
nurtured.
Six tips for fostering resiliency (Henderson 1998):
1. Increase bonding.
2. Set clear and consistent boundaries—have students/
youth participate in this process.
3. Teach life skills—cooperation, conflict resolution, resistance and assertiveness skills, communication skills,
problem-solving, decision-making, and health stress
management. Use cooperative learning techniques.
4. Provide caring and support.
5. Set and communicate high, yet realistic, expectations.

6.

Provide opportunities for meaningful participation.

The behavioral and sociological literature underscores
the importance of connectedness and relationships in
prevention of at-risk behaviors (where there are many
casualties and many of our youth are lost). A balance of
education and instruction is needed. As we purpose to
build resilience and promote connectedness among our
youth, we will not only prevent risky behaviors but keep
our youth in a loving and caring church. We conclude, as we
started, with a reference to sowing and reaping: “Teaching
your students to be Christians is the greatest work before
you. Go to God: He hears and answers prayer. Put from
you questionings, doubts, and unbelief. Let no harshness
come into your teaching. Be not too exacting, but cultivate
tender sympathy and love. Be cheerful. Do not censure too
severely: be firm, be broad, be Christ-like, pitiful, courteous.
‘Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap.’” E. G
White, Testimonies to the Church, Vol. 5, p.590.
This sounds to me like a mandate to the church to focus
on producing and nurturing resilience in our youth. Let’s
just do it!
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Commission for the Prevention of Alcoholism and Drug Dependency
(ICPA)
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Abstract

Through a study of how we pray we may better understand current pictures of who God is and how God
works in the world—there’s a definite connection. One of the ways our picture of God is formed is through
our experiences with corporate prayer and the ideas about God expressed as people make requests, offer
praise, and thanksgiving. Each public encounter with God is, ideally, an opportunity to reveal a biblical
view of God, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob who is still alive and well. As it pertains to young
adults, corporate prayer not only impacts their concept of God but their views about the church community
and raises questions of authenticity and belonging, among others. One question that then arises is, Does
corporate prayer have anything to do with whether or not young adults remain connected to church community? This paper suggests that while corporate prayer that expresses a Biblical view of God may not be
the key to keeping young adults from walking out the back door, corporate prayer does have an important
role to play in helping young adults make meaningful connections with their places of worship.

W

hile washing dishes the other day a ceramic
bowl slipped from my grasp and hit a glass
sitting in the sink. Sadly, the bowl (the
weaker vessel) succumbed to the impact. As
I picked up the pieces, I hesitantly said, “Oh, thanks God
for keeping me from getting cut…or whatever.” I wasn’t
being rude; it’s just that in the moment I wasn’t certain that
God had a role in the incident. To say that he did seemed
strangely presumptuous so thanking him felt misguided.
How involved was God in that moment, and why was it so
hard for me to thank him?
As Christians, our prayers are intricately connected
to our belief about who God is and how God works in our
world.1 The Christian world that I speak of is multifaceted,
to say the least. Some professed Christians believe in Jesus,
the Bible, and a personal relationship with God while others
are of a pluralistic persuasion. Consequently, there is no one
message being preached about prayer or about God though
we all claim to believe God at least exists. One of the growing prayer spaces is the Internet, and due to the unabashed
way in which millions share their lives with others via the
Web, the prayer question becomes “Is prayer primarily
about God or about us?” Old Testament prayers make it
apparent that the words people prayed were indicative of

their understanding of God. For example, to refer to God as
the God of Abraham and Isaac was for Jacob to note God’s
faithfulness.2 And even though Jacob was praying for his
safety, his prayer made it clear that he knew God was able
to deliver; God had a stellar track record.
Throughout this paper, I wish to explore the relationship between corporate prayer and our picture of God
specifically as it relates to those in the millennial generation, among others, who are using our church’s back door.
I will address the following questions: What pictures of
God do biblical prayers produce? What pictures of God do
our corporate prayers produce? What pictures of God do
back-door users need in order to stay? How can a change
in our corporate prayers lower usage of the back door?

What Pictures of God Do Biblical
Prayers Produce?

Let’s first begin by defining prayer. In current biblical
scholarship, prayer is an “address to God in the second
person that is initiated by humans, is intentional in design,
introduced by prayer vocabulary but is not conversational”
(Boda, 2005). However, even scholars admit to our inability
to scientifically define prayer because some prayers in the
Bible don’t quite fit this tight definition. So for the purposes
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of this paper, let us say that prayer is when a human being
talks to God, and God listens and responds, as and when
he wills. Or like one young adult said, prayer is “talking
to God throughout the day—kinda like sending text messages all the time for any reason and then listening for his
response” (Lawrence, 2008).
The Bible, the primary prayer source for Christians, is
filled with a variety of prayers (from confession to thanksgiving), most of which are petitions. In these prayers,
people are not simply talking to God but talking to God on
behalf of themselves or others. And whether in the Psalms
or the early Christian church, these petitions reveal the
belief that when asked,
God can “intervene and
“G o d w o r k s f o r t h e
effect changes in nature
community not just the
and in the course of world
events” (Okholm, 2000).
individual. In fact, there
Psalm 116:1-2 reads, “I
is a strong community
love the LORD, for he
element in biblical prayers.”
heard my voice; he heard
my cry for mercy. Because
he turned his ear to me, I
will call on him as long as I live. ” God pays attention and
saves his people (Charlesworth, 1992).3
Furthermore, prayers of the Bible recall what God has
already done. Deuteronomy 9:26-27 reads, “I prayed to
the LORD and said, ‘O Sovereign LORD, do not destroy
your people, your own inheritance that you redeemed by
your great power and brought out of Egypt with a mighty
hand. 27 Remember your servants Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob. Overlook the stubbornness of this people, their
wickedness and their sin.’” By praying about what God has
already done, Moses also reflects on God’s actions toward
Israel as a nation. God works for the community not just
the individual. In fact, there is a strong community element
in biblical prayers. Many of the Psalms reflect this, asking
God to “save us and help us with your right hand” in Psalm
60:5 and “deliver us and forgive our sins” in Psalm 79:9.

What Pictures of God Do Our Corporate
Prayers Produce?

In September 2006, Knowledge Networks conducted a
national survey of more than 1,000 U.S. citizens (18 years
old and older), trying to find out the differences among
Christians. Questions were asked about their religious
beliefs and practices. In the end, the survey grouped them
in the following five categories (Lee, 2007).
Active Christians 19%
• Believe salvation comes through Jesus Christ
• Committed churchgoers
• Bible readers
98

•
•

Accept leadership positions
Invest in personal faith development through the
church
• Feel obligated to share faith; 79% do so
Professing Christians 20%
• Believe salvation comes through Jesus Christ
• Focus on personal relationship with God and Jesus
• Similar beliefs to Active Christians, different actions
• Less involved in church, both attending and serving
• Less commitment to Bible reading or sharing faith
Liturgical Christians 16%
• Predominantly Catholic and Lutheran
• Regular churchgoers
• High level of spiritual activity, mostly expressed by
serving in church and/or community
• Recognize authority of the church
Private Christians 24%
• Largest and youngest segment
• Believe in God and doing good things
• Own a Bible, but don’t read it
• Spiritual interest, but not within church context
• Only about a third attend church at all
• Almost none are church leaders
Cultural Christians 21%
• Little outward religious behavior or attitudes
• God aware, but little personal involvement with God
• Do not view Jesus as essential to salvation
• Affirm many ways to God
• Favor universality theology

Admittedly, times do quickly change and these results
probably shouldn’t be used as an authority on the subject;
yet they serve as a substantial critique of our current Christian world in the United States. And in this world, Protestant Christians, particularly Evangelicals, are currently the
face of Christianity. They are probably part of the Active
Christians, the 19% who feel obligated to sharing their faith.
And yet Private Christians make up the majority of those
surveyed. They have somehow developed an individualistic
perception of God; but how is that possible when so many
are sharing their faith? Perhaps even the fervent efforts of
church goers aren’t grounded in community. Since multiple Christian types create multiple prayer types, multiple
pictures of God are being forwarded to in-boxes around
the nation and the world, making our responsibility even
greater—we must pray a biblical picture of God.
While it isn’t easy to be sure of what all Christians are
praying publicly, some prominent voices in Christianity are
continually adding to the conversation. Eugene Peterson
reiterates what we’ve seen in the Bible, saying that “Prayer
detached from Scripture, that is, from listening to God, is
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no longer biblical prayer. Our words to God disconnected
from God’s words to us short circuit the relational language
that is prayer.” Prayer is “an offering of ourselves just as we
are” and “prayer is access to everything that God is for us…”
(Peterson, 1989).
Just two years ago Philip Yancey wrote a book titled
Prayer: Does It Make a Difference? Yancey asks the question,
”Why does prayer rank so high on surveys of theoretical
importance and so low on surveys of actual satisfaction?”
(Yancey, 2006). People obviously aren’t seeing the fruit of
their labor which is again related to their understanding
of the One to whom they’re praying.4 While they believe
that prayer is important, they don’t see that God is at work
in response to their prayers. While we can’t demand that
God respond a certain way in order for people to experience more satisfaction, we can take a careful look at their
expectations of God.
In recent news, as our economy takes a downturn, prayer
is appearing in very public spheres. In an article titled “In
Crisis, Wall Street Turns to Prayer,” the author discusses the
prayers that took place and were encouraged by the belief
that God cares about our financial state. People on Wall Street
actually believed that praying to God about their finances
would make a difference. Were they praying so publicly
before the crisis? We don’t know. But their recent actions add
to the prosperity picture of God that many a preacher has
already painted for us. Not only does he delight in making
us wealthy, but he’ll do what he can to protect our wealth.
God has become more than a dollar bill.
Prayer movements are taking place throughout the
nation, and young adults are at the helm. 24/7 Prayer
USA “exists to transform the world through a movement
of Christ-centered and mission-minded prayer.” Since
1999, this group has primarily used prayer communities
to send the message that God listens and acts according to
our prayers, and that prayer turns people toward God or
back to God. Such a strong belief in the power of prayer
is coupled with a strong belief in the power of God. God
exists in this communal prayer experience.
For a while now, I have heard a lot of people say that
Christians should just “preach Jesus” as if Jesus is a simpler
idea that what we have been preaching. The comment is
typically refuting the preaching of doctrine and reveals that
either we haven’t been preaching doctrine correctly, as in
an extension if you will of who Jesus is, or those hearing
doctrine are resistant to that dimension of Jesus. Jesus and
God become separate entities, the former representing the
lovely warm fuzziness of the New Testament, and the latter
representing the tough love of the Old Testament. Jesus
is still divine but not quite God. Jesus is near, and God is
distant. Jesus is by far the preferable choice.

What Pictures of God Do Back Door Users Need
in Order to Stay?

The question then becomes, What picture of God is
causing young adults to leave Christian community? We
know that the most popular reason anyone stops going to
church has to do with the person’s interpersonal relationships with fellow churchgoers. But what are people saying
about God or failing to say about God that causes young
adults to forego their church commitment? For three weeks
I conducted an informal, 10-question survey via the Internet
that was completed by teens and young adults.5 The survey
asked the following questions: 1. How do you define prayer?
2. What has your picture of God been? 3. When you hear
prayers in church or other religious venues, what picture(s)
of God do they typically give you? 4. What picture(s) of God
would you like to have? 5. What do you pray about? 6. Think
about what you pray for most frequently under #5. Why do
you pray about it? You can choose more than one answer.
7. How often do you pray? 8. How often do you willingly
(JUST because you want to) go to church or attend other
spiritual events (Bible study, prayer meeting, etc.)? 9. Do
you think you’ll be part of a Seventh-day Adventist church
community five years from now? 10. How old are you?6
I added question 9 so that I could get a general feel for
how many of my participants are committed to Adventism
and why or why not. After spending so much time thinking about those who are no longer committed to going to
church regularly, I was surprised that the majority of my
participants believe the Adventism community is right for
them. Out of 179 responses, 89% said they plan to be part
of an Adventist community five years from now. However, whether this means
they’ll actually continue
going to church isn’t
“Prayer movements are
crystal clear. One person
taking place throughout
between 16-18 years of
the nation, and young
age said he/she would
adults are at the helm.”
be a part of an Adventist community five years
from now but added, “I’m
trying to find my personal spiritually, and I’ve decided to
stay affiliated with Adventists until I find something which
I believe fits more, and this could possibly take more than
five years.” Another between 19-21 said he/she would not
remain and added, “I have been told multiple times that my
liberal beliefs (equal pay for equal work, gay marriage) are
incompatible with Adventism. Once I graduate I will begin
looking for a church more compatible with my beliefs.”
And another between 22-24 said he/she wouldn’t remain
because Adventist community is, “Exclusive and distantly
pragmatic.” These responses serve as clear reminders that,
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more than likely, a young adult’s decision to no longer attend How Can a Change in Our Corporate Prayers
Lower Usage of the Back Door?
church is neither haphazard nor impulsive.
And the same is true for those who choose to stay. One
So what should we do? Here are a few suggestions I’d
person between 19-21 said, “I grew up in the church and like to propose as we look at how to provide proper prayer
believe in what I have been taught. I also love God, and I examples that reveal who God is while deepening our
think this is where He wants me to be.” Another in the same spirituality and communion with each other.7
age range will stay “Because that’s the faith I have found
to fit my picture of God most.” And he/she sees God as a Grow in God personally
“loving, caring, friend.” One person who is 16-18 will stay
About six years ago while a graduate student at the
“Because I think that we have some truth. At one point of University of Illinois Chicago, I was heading to class on one
my life I thought I was going to leave. But my relationship of the school’s inter-campus shuttle busses. A friend from
with God changed through the years.” These answers also the Campus Crusade Bible study group that I frequented
reveal the connection between a relationship with God and got my attention, and we began to talk. I don’t remember
a desire to stay connected to church community.
everything about our conversation, but I do remember
One of the most significant points this survey revealed her boldly talking about her love for Jesus as if everyone
is that for many young adults, there is a disconnect else on the bus was a believer. For days I struggled with
between their corporate spiritual experience and their the reality that I wasn’t very comfortable talking about my
personal spiritual experience. While
faith in public, even with someone
the pictures of God revealed to them
who shared it.
“If I don’t know and love God
through corporate prayer may be
If I don’t know and love God
enough to be able to talk
negative, their personal prayer life is
enough to be able to talk about him as
active. Over 44% of those surveyed
comfortably as I talk about researchabout him as comfortably as I
pray every day while 30.2% pray as
ing prayer, what are the chances that
talk about researching prayer,
often as possible. One person said,
my public prayers will convey my
what are the chances that my
“Just about every waking moment is
desire for God? Without mumbling
public prayers will convey my
spent with me talking to God about
or apologizing, without lowering our
something…literally,” while another
voices or hiding out in chapels, we
desire for God?”
said that his/her picture God is very
should be able to bring God into the
conversation whenever appropriate.
personal, “someone you can just talk
You
and
I
must
have
a daily, intentional encounter with
to normally.” One 25-27 year-old prays as often as possible, “Although I admit that my prayers need to be more God that includes prayer, if nothing else. The more we pray
consistent, genuine, and earnest.” When reflecting on the privately, the more comfortable we’ll be in corporate prayer.
prayers he/she hears, this person says they are “Too tame While we don’t want to showcase our prayer experience, we
and powerless, too warm and fuzzy. Sometimes it’s not the do want our public talks with God to reveal a meaningful
picture of God portrayed that bothers me, but the insincer- divine-human relationship. We also have to keep reading the
ity/unbelief/ritualistic [nature] of the person praying that Bible so that we remember who God has been and who he
I don’t like.”
promises to be. We need to reveal a growing desire for God.8
The reality is that public prayers paint a picture of the
one praying and his or her relationship with God. That Pray our experiences
picture often has the power to add fuel to the fire as young
In his book Answering God, dynamic prose writer
adults continue to be frustrated by their church experience. Eugene Peterson says that prayer is our response to someIn response to question 3, one 19-21 year old said “I hate thing God has already said. Peterson says that prayer “is not
public prayer—it seems like a useless ritual” while another an original language, it is a received language” (Peterson,
said it sounds “high and mighty, maybe a touch stuffy—it 1989). We receive it from the generations before us; just
depends on who prays and how eloquent they think they as genes are passed down the line so are words and the
have to be.” While we can’t spend so much time focusing on experiences those words convey.9
how people perceive each other that we lose focus on God,
Like those in the Bible who referenced God’s existence by
we should pay attention to how our corporate prayers are calling him the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, we should
impacting the spiritual experiences of others. We cannot talk about God’s existence and who he has been during our
afford to approach prayer halfheartedly. Who is God, and time. Our prayers should discuss how God has been both
do our prayers reveal our belief?
provider and disciplinarian, how God has worked in good
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times (Israel’s freedom from Egypt) and bad times (Job’s
losses). As often as we think of it, we should not only talk with
God about our present life but also what he has promised to
do for us and through us for the future. By remembering our
history with God, we will reveal a God who is truly supreme
and has experience dealing with his creations.
The danger, however, is that the multimedia availability
of religious content helps people become spiritual doit-yourselfers. As a result, they lack an important aspect
of faith development: interaction with other Christians
in community. This privatizing of Christian faith fits
with the American spirit of individualism, but it may
not produce Christians with enduring and long-term
spiritual vitality. (Lee, 2007)
So when Christians are in public Christian spheres, they
should be able to take part in community that is committed
to faith development. Praying about what God has done in
their lives as evidence of God’s power reminds the community at large that they don’t have only Bible narratives to
reference when they need a reminder of God’s goodness.
The Psalms are filled with examples of individuals’ prayer
experiences. Job’s long interface with God is detailed for us.
Daniel, Hannah, Habakkuk, Jesus, and even Samson have
prayer experiences all their own. And for each one, God’s
response is somehow different, be it the time he takes, word
choice, or the methods he uses, among other things.
Our own prayer experience is a witness to who God
is. Like the witnesses in a court of law, our testimonies are
stronger when our firsthand knowledge is deeper. We need
to reveal a personal God who works in our history.10

Encourage listening

If prayer is really a two-way street, we must leave time
to hear God speak. This doesn’t necessarily mean having
a moment of silence during the “garden or prayer” time
in the middle of divine hour, though that may often be
appropriate. Leaving time to hear God speak could also
mean planning a service with such intentionality that any
dead time is intentional, not a delay in service. When prayer
time is announced, the person praying can simply remind
the hearers to listen not only to the prayer but to God. The
time in between the song of meditation and the sermon
could be intentional space free of background music, free
of any awkward transitioning. We’re afraid of silence, a fear
that often rushes us through the moments of silence.
We often put a lot of emphasis on listening to what God
is saying through the sermon, as if it’s the only time during
the service that God has something to say. God can speak
anytime, even through the offering call. Consequently, we
have to do our best to give people the opportunity to hear

him which requires intentional prayer-soaked planning on
our part. We need to reveal a responsive God.11

Stop praying donor letters

Donor letters are quite static. Even if you know the
donor personally, the letter doesn’t typically express that
casual knowledge, and if you were to talk to the donor face
to face in the same language you used for the letter, your
relationship would soon depreciate. Most of us learned to
pray to “Dear Jesus,” and many years down the road we
finally graduated to “Heavenly Father.” Beyond titles, God
has emotions and various reactions. His faithfulness doesn’t
make him boring; he’s actually quite dynamic. And the
better we get to know him, the more we’ll be able to pray
more informed prayers.
Our prayers must also speak to a present God. Just as
the language of KJV is hard for many to connect with, so
is the language of some of our prayers. Certain terms used
to describe God have been tossed around for so long now
that their meaning is lost. When we call God “Lord,” are
we really saying that he should rule our lives? When we call
God “Heavenly Father,” are we really aware of his ability to
be both a superior being and a loving parent? We need to
reveal a dynamic God.12
Praying biblical prayers is by no means the only way
to connect young adults to their church community, but
it’ll definitely make a difference because it will develop the
relational aspect of prayer, and as we know, young adults
are relationship-oriented. God talks about us being his
people, and He being our God.13 It is possessive language
that emphasizes our relationship as a community. God and
humankind have the opportunity to belong to each other, to
walk with each other through prayer. If our prayers speak
this truth, those walking toward the back door may very
well give God and the rest of God’s people another chance
because they’ll see that a genuine relationship exists and
will want to be part of that journey.
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Endnotes
1. In his article on prayer, Dennis L. Okholm (2000) speaks to this idea
stating that our understanding of prayer is not just based on who we
believe God to be but what we believe the divine-human relationship
looks like.
2. Genesis 32:9-12, Then Jacob prayed, “O God of my father Abraham,
God of my father Isaac, O LORD, who said to me, ‘Go back to your
country and your relatives, and I will make you prosper,’ I am unworthy
of all the kindness and faithfulness you have shown your servant. I
had only my staff when I crossed this Jordan, but now I have become
two groups. Save me, I pray, from the hand of my brother Esau, for
I am afraid he will come and attack me, and also the mothers with
their children. But you have said, ‘I will surely make you prosper and
will make your descendants like the sand of the sea, which cannot be
counted.’”
3. Prayer in early Judaism revealed that, “Jews lived out the conviction,
expressed throughout early Jewish Literature, that God does hear and
answer prayers.”
4. This raises the question: Do our prayers have the power to change
God’s mind? With such a belief in prayer, it would seem as if our words
actually do something in the great cosmos. But maybe prayer changes
us? Both are very important questions that necessitate deeper study
that reaches beyond the parameters of this paper.
5. Participants were from age 13 to 28+. I was most interested in
what those in their late teens and early twenties had to say. I wanted
responses from those below and above that range in order to get a taste
of what others were thinking and feeling toward prayer. One thing is
certain: while reasons for staying in or leaving Adventist community
are much more articulate in the 28+ group, they hold the same general
sentiments as other ages.
6. A copy of the survey, in full detail, is included at the end of this
paper. It is a combination of results from two identical surveys. Also
find the survey at www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm’2cXrDgBcPyg
QbrPLbo3tlg_3d_3d
7. With each suggestion, I will include footnoted comments from
young adults who took the survey, along with their age range. The
comment will answer one or all of the following survey questions:
How do you define prayer? When you hear prayers in church or other
religious venues, what picture(s) of God do they typically give you?
What picture(s) of God would you like to have?
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8. “I usually just see people doing what they are accustomed to do,”
age: 25-27; “Sometimes it seems as though He is a Santa Claus who
they recite their wish lists to. Other times, you can see there is a deep
connection,” age: 19-21
9. Since so much of our prayer tradition comes from what we hear, we
then must ask: So what of families that haven’t prayed in years? What
prayers do their children pray? Perhaps these are the same children
who do not have a Biblical picture of God. To put the entire burden
of picture reconstruction on the church is not a realistic approach.
Nevertheless, the church still has an important role to play. Were this
a more in-depth discussion, I would take time to unpack the parent’s
role in this process.
10. “Not sure, a lot of times it seems kind of like the person praying
knows God better than the rest of us,” age 19-21; “I would like to be
able to picture God as a father whom I can talk to about anything on
my mind and he will listen and help me work through my problems and
joys,” age: 16-18; ”A friend, someone who cares about the little things
and is with me every second of everyday,” age: 19-21.
11. “I think God would shake his head at the length of some of the
prayers. I think He’d also shake His head at the extreme impatience
of the listeners,” age 19-21; “A God who is real, who hears me, who
isn’t distant and who I know for sure is there listening,” age: 19-21; “I
want to see a father. I have to remind myself of God’s love and desire
to be with me, and that I am not alone in this relationship,” age 19-21.
“Talking with God—a two-way street including both hearing and
listening,” age: 19-21.
12. “Royal, old, stingy, obviously doesn’t mind repetition, wants us to
be lofty,” age: 19-21; “I’d like to see a more personal focus...less flowery
prayers,” age: 19-21.
13. Leviticus 26:12 (NIV) I will walk among you and be your God, and
you will be my people; Ezekiel 37:23 (NIV) I will cleanse them so that
they will be my people, and I will be their God.

Ministering with Millennials

Corporate Prayer Survey
1. How do YOU define prayer? (No dictionary definitions please)
2. What has your picture of God been?
Early childhood
Elementary
Junior high
High school
College
Post college

Stern

Warm

Distant

Very personal

Indifferent

Other (please specify)
3. When you hear prayers in church or other religious venues, what picture(s) of God do they typically give you?
4. What picture(s) of God would you like to have?
5. What do you pray about?
Family
Finances
Food
Friends
Gratitude
Job
Peace
School

Never

Rarely

Sometimes

Often

All the time

Other (and please specify how often)
6. Think about what you pray for most frequently under #5. Why do you pray about it? You can choose more than
one answer.
I’ve talked to God about this before and he has helped
My church believes God cares about it
Biblical examples
My parent(s) believe God cares about it
Other (please specify)
7. How often do you pray?
As often as possible
Every day
Nearly every day
Mainly for my food
Mainly for special occasions
Only in religions services/settings
Never
Other (please specify)
8. How often do you willingly (JUST because you want to) go to church or attend other spiritual events (bible study,
prayer meeting, etc.)?
Twice a week
Once a week
At least twice a month
Every now and then
At least once a year
Never
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9. Do you think you’ll be part of a Seventh-day Adventist church community 5 years from now?
Yes
No
Either way, why?
10. How old are you?
13-15
16-18
19-21
22-24
25-27
28+		
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A Study of Youth Retention
and the Challenge of
Delayed Commitment
in the Norwegian Union
Victor Marley
Youth and Family Ministries Director
Norwegian Union

Abstract

A contributory factor in the increasing rates of young people going through the “back door” and out of our
church is the extension of adolescence and the corresponding postponement of commitment. This paper
will look at pluralism, the extension of adolescence, and the erosion of adulthood as some reasons why
commitment is being delayed. Some fundamental questions will be addressed: Is there a need to focus on
the age of commitment? What about rites of passage? Do we need some in the Adventist culture? This
paper will, in conclusion, look at the experience of the Norwegian Union and the Absolute Nine Program
which is a significant part of the Norwegian churches response to the problem of delay.

Y

An Overview

oung people in Norway, Northern Europe, and,
indeed, the rest of the western world are delaying
many traditional forms of commitment. Average
ages for getting married, having children, finishing study, getting a job, owning a house are all going up.
There are of course some practical or economic reasons that
contribute to some of these delays, but even where these
economic or practical difficulties are overcome, young
people are not exactly “chomping at the bit” to be able to
enter into adulthood.
Adulthood is traditionally the end result of such commitments, which are signs that a person is reaching maturity
and entering into a new phase of life. They are, in a sense,
the rites of passage of the western world. Another rite of
passage has all but disappeared in some communities – that
of confirmation, a religious Christian ceremony which is
meant as a celebration that a young person has accepted the
faith, usually of the state church, and has made that faith his
or her own. Today, in those countries where Confirmation
still happens, for example Norway, it is about how much
money they can gather in order to go and worship, as it were,
before the alter of consumerism at the local mall. And so
that “unbelievers” don’t miss out on this once in a lifetime
opportunity for free money, you are now able to participate
in humanistic confirmation and atheistic confirmation.

The Seventh-day Adventist Church has not needed to
show, in this way, the maturity of its young people as we
have had “adult” baptism that has been allowed down to 9
or 10 years of age in some parts of the world. The author of
this paper comes from a western European tradition and is
working in Norway, where, as Valuegenesis has shown, the
most popular age of baptism for Adventist young people is
14 years, followed by ages 16 and 15 (Valuegenesis Europe
2007). This is also shown by the statistics kept at the Norwegian Union which show that young people account for
65% of all baptisms in the Norwegian Union, (the vast
majority of which are 14-16 years of age).
There are however, strong signs that baptism is not
as popular as it once was for 14 year olds. In the five year
period from 1988 to 1993, the Norwegian Union baptized
an average of seven 14 year olds per year. Ten years later,
from 1998 to 2003 the average was four. The decline is even
more marked for 15 year olds where the average number
baptized between 1988 and 1993 was twelve but from 1998
to 2003 it was just five. The teenage years are still the most
popular years for being baptized, but the fact is that fewer
are taking that step.
So, are young people rejecting the church? In my time
as youth director, I have asked young people from time
to time what is stopping them from making public their
commitment to the church through baptism. The answer
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invariably is that they think they will be baptized one day,
but just not at the moment. It is a big step, they say, and,
for various reasons, they do not feel ready to take it. This
circumstantial evidence is borne out again by the European
Valuegenesis survey which showed that of those young people who had not yet been baptized, the vast majority thought
that they would be one day. A massive 94% of Norwegians
questioned said that they felt fairly sure they would be
Adventist in adult life, with 87% saying that they thought it
was, of “some importance” to attend an Adventist church on
a regular basis (Valuegenesis Europe 2007). This indicates
that we are not experiencing a rejection of the church, but
a delay in commitment to
the church.
This would be good
“As h a s b e e n w i d e l y
if this commitment did
documented the fast pace
eventually happen. But
of change has led to a shift
the research indicates
that the longer a young
from spatial to temporal
person postpones bapculture, from cultures
tism, the more likely it is
defined by geography
that baptism will never
to cultures defined by
happen. In the past 20
generation.”
years the Nor wegian
Un i on has b apt i z e d
36% of its young people
between the ages of 14 and 19. This figure drops to 5%
as soon as they leave Junior High College and move into
their twenties. There is some evidence from the Norwegian
figures that 17 has, in the past 10 years, become the most
popular age to be baptized (as opposed to 14 for the previous
10 years and for the 20 year period in its totality). Interestingly, this corresponds with a drop to 30% of the percentage
of teenagers the Norwegian Union being baptized in the
last 10 years, indicating that “delay of commitment” does
not mean baptism at a later age. The overall trend is that the
Norwegian Union is baptizing fewer teenagers and therefore
losing them out of the back door of the church. There is no
evidence whatsoever, at least in Norway, to suggest that the
drop in teenage baptisms has led to an increase in baptism
among young adults.
This tendency to delay can, therefore, be seen as a major
reason that there is an increasing flow of young people
out of the back door of the church and any solution to the
problem must take into account the reasons for delay in
commitment and baptism. This paper will look specifically
at this issue and present a case study and analysis of the
Absolute Nine Program. This program was developed in
the Norwegian Union in order to try to encourage commitment to the Adventist church at an earlier age.
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A Culture of Delay

Culture in 2008 is often described as pluralistic.
Indeed, pluralism is often one of the first words used by
those attempting to define the postmodernism of today.
Pluralism is not, of course, an exclusively postmodern
characteristic, finding its roots in the Renaissance and
Reformation, helped on its way by industrialization, war,
economics, globalization and the inevitable movement of
people as a result of these phenomena.
Perhaps what makes today’s generation different is
that, in addition to the factors named above, they are now
rapidly confronted with a plethora of ideas, concepts and
world views on the internet. As Jim Burns puts it, “The
young people we work with today are different from those
of any previous generation. They are more knowledgeable, have greater opportunities and are filled with greater
potential than people of any other time in history. However
they also deal with more stress, anxiety, and pressure than
those of any previous generation. There world is a maze of
continuing transformations.” (Burns, 2001)
It is no wonder, then, that young people want to keep
their options open. Perhaps something better will come
along. In terms of faith, with so many options available,
they had better really understand what they are committing
themselves to and check the alternatives. This has resulted,
it seems, in a commitment delay at all levels. A church plant
in Oslo consisting of mainly younger people, has found that
they are unable to ask their students even to bring so much
as a salad to church before 3 days prior to the event. This
is simply because the young people are not entirely sure
about whether they are coming to church until about 2 or
3 days before. It depends on the alternatives and what their
friends are doing. You don’t want to miss out on something
because you have committed to making a salad.
As has been widely documented the fast pace of change
has led to a shift from spatial to temporal culture, from
cultures defined by geography to cultures defined by generation. This of course makes it far less of an inevitability
that a young person will follow in the footsteps of previous generations. As Valuegenesis has shown, parents are
still very important to faith development, with Adventist
young people in Norway citing mother as the number one
influence on their faith (Valuegenesis Europe, 2007). Other
surveys show that friends are playing an increasing role in
the important decisions of life that a young person faces.
In an extensive survey of Norwegian young people generally, Morten Holmqvist was able, to some extent, to document, this phenomena. In his analysis of the survey which
was sponsored by most of the Christian denominations
in Norway, he notes that young people are not in conflict
with parents in the traditional sense, and that many have a
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good relationship with them. What divides the generations
now is not values, but history or time (Holmqvist, 2007).
Holmqvist notes that what we have now is not so much a
generation gap, but a communication gap. Young people
are becoming the experts in so much and with 24 hour
per day availability and exchange of information amongst
friends, adults just can’t keep up (Holmqvist 2007). There
is no doubt that in ethical and lifestyle choices, friends
have become more important for young people and in all
probability this is a contributory factor in delaying commitment. It is no longer inevitable that one follows in the
footsteps of one’s parents.
Another reason for delay is the extension of adolescence. With the educational process taking longer, and the
average age of marriage and childbearing increasing, it is
natural that other decisions are also postponed, including
that of baptism. Søren Østegaard, lecturer at the Baptist
Scandinavian Academy for Leadership and Theology, has
done considerable research in this area and presented some
of his findings at a Trans-European Division youth leadership convention in 2007. He reported that adolescence in
Scandinavia can begin as early as 9 years old (“betweenagers”
or early adolescence is fast becoming a large ministry of its
own) and can go up to a quite indefinite age. He said that
adolescence is continuing more and more into adulthood.
It will be helpful to this discussion to review what adolescence is. Angela Taylor, British Chartered Psychologist,
counselor and youth magistrate has included a helpful list
of adolescence characteristics in her book, Responding to
Adolescents. Her list is based on Geldard and Geldard’s
work and is as follows:
• Adjusting to physical changes in height , body, shape
and strength.
• Adjusting to sexual changes and developing sexual
identity.
• Making new peer relationships – both same-sex and
opposite-sex.
• Being able to manage mood swings as well as emotional
changes and feelings.
• Achieving independence from parents, emotionally
and socially.
• Developing knowledge and skills to prepare for higher
education, a job or a career and for (eventually) achieving economic independence.
• Developing socially responsible patterns of behavior.
• Developing own systems of values, attitudes and beliefs.
(Taylor, 2003)
It is becoming more difficult to define the end of adolescence. There is a blurriness, now between adolescence
and adulthood. The entrance to adulthood is not only being
delayed, but also, as Østegaard suggests, being revisited

by adults who have been in the adult world for a time, but
now find themselves back with their parents or depending
upon somebody else financially, socially or emotionally
because of divorce, job loss, retraining or other such factors
(Østegaard, 2007). Hence it is natural that the last point
on Taylor’s list would also be affected – that of developing
ones own systems of values, attitudes and beliefs.
A third factor in the delay of commitment in young
people, is the erosion of adulthood. Jason Gardner, Youth
Project Researcher at the London Institute of Contemporary
Christianity, explores this in his new book, Mend the Gap
(2008) in which he makes the point that there is “precious
little difference” between media portrayals of adult and
adolescent life. He notes that if you “combine a heavy media
focus on teen life with an adult obsession for either living
or looking ‘young’, ... it is no wonder many young people
feel that the journey into adulthood ‘becomes a difficult
and dangerous balancing act'" (Gardner, 2008). The point is
that many adults are no longer modeling adult life to young
people, but are modeling, instead, a type of extended adolescence. With this kind of commitment free “adulthood”
presented by large parts of the media, it is no wonder that
many young people find it hard to “settle down”, whether
with a spouse, or a set of beliefs.
Gardner asks the important question of whether we
do any better as a church
in helping our adolescents
to grow up.
“What opportunities do
“Teenagers and chilwe create where adults
dren do take their
and young people are
cue from “grown-up”
role models – it’s we
interacting together?”
who establish what it
means to be adult. So
we have a problem in the church if the only adults our
youth predominantly come into contact with are youth
workers. This is especially true if we continue to carve
out separate spaces for young people in our churches –
the youth group, the youth service, the twenty something
cell group – rather than allowing them to interact with
adults” (Gardner 2008).
Gardner’s point is a good one and leads us to look at
what kind of role models our young people have in the
church. What opportunities do we create where adults and
young people are interacting together? And, what do we do
to create positive transition periods for our young people?
What are we doing to strengthen the picture of adulthood
in our church? Maybe the journey we need to present, as
an alternative to the confusing ‘big brother’ idea of what it
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means to be an adult, is that of a journey from dependence
to interdependence (Gardner, 2008).
Gardner uses his critique of adulthood today, to talk
about rites of passage, and cites both Jewish and Asian
societies as having structured transitions and positive
celebrations of progress toward greater responsibility and
seniority in the community. Another popular theme in
recent years and an attempt to address these issues of growing up is mentoring.
To understand the pluralism of our society, the relational
nature of young people, the increased dependence they have
on one another and the confusion which surrounds adulthood, may well offer some ideas of how we might stem the
flow of young people toward the back door of the church.
What follows in this paper is a short description and analysis
of a concept called Absolute Nine, which is an attempt to
address some of these issues. It is far from a perfect program and because it was borne out of a set of circumstances
that arose, it is a concept in development, because those
who started it did not have the time for extensive research.
However, there are elements that are worthy of note as well
as signs that it has contributed somewhat to the slowdown
in young people delaying their commitment to the church
and slipping out of the back door. It is, therefore, offered, not
as a solution, but as a possible catalyst for further discussion
on the issues mentioned above.

Absolute Nine: A Case Study

The Absolute Nine program is essentially an alternative
to the state church confirmation program and is offered to
all ninth graders in the Norwegian Union’s eleven schools
together with Adventist ninth graders at state schools. It
is a project that presents the central tenets of the Christian
faith as a viable and possible approach to life and challenges them directly, though not under pressure, to make
the Christian belief system their own. The concept came
about as a result of a need which, perhaps providentially,
coincided with an opportunity that presented itself in 2001
and 2002.
The need was that the church in Norway was facing a
relatively steep decline in membership. This was a result
of an aging membership, on the one hand, and the loss of
its young people on the other hand. A third factor, which
is pointed out by Kjell Aune in his research and analysis of
the Norwegian church, is the abolishing of departmental
work at conference level which led to an increased distance
between church leadership and young people and coincided
with a marked drop in membership retention (Aune, 2003).
The then Youth Department Director, Willy Aronsen, began
looking for ways to address these issues.
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At the same time the free churches in Norway began
to complain to the government because the state church
was allowed to take ninth graders out of school for Confirmation teaching while the free churches were not. This
resulted in a change of the law and an opportunity for the
Adventist church to make its own alternative Confirmation program. Willy Aronsen then got together with Nina
Myrdal and Liv Fønnebø, two of the leading educationalists
in the Norwegian Union, and the concept was born.
The program (appendix 1) begins on Monday and ends
after breakfast on Friday, each 3rd week of September, and
takes place in two locations so as to keep the group to a
fairly intimate level. There are, therefore, about 60 ninth
graders in each of the two locations together with between
16 and 20 adults. This is so that there is a ratio of about 1
adult to 4 young people. This high ratio of adults (mainly
consisting of pastors and teachers) to young people enables
them to not only learn about Gods love and acceptance
through teaching and worship, but also to experience it
through close contact with an adult representative of the
church during the group work and activity periods. The
idea of incarnational youth ministry has therefore become
an integral part of the concept.
Quality is a key ingredient that comes out of the incarnational model. If Jesus says that our young people are
worth dying for, then that needs to be reflected in the quality
of the teaching, the group work, the activities, the food, the
discipline and the attitudes of the adults. The message is
often in the “detail”. For example, a group picture is taken
and before the end of Absolute Nine every participant has
a T-shirt with that picture on. Space is then made in the
program for them to sign each other’s T-shirts so that they
have a real memento to take home with them. Another
example of “detail” is that pictures are taken each day and
are shown during breakfast the next morning. These “detail”
things create a “wow” moment for the young people as they
are unexpected. The level of participation from the adults
who are eating, playing and worshipping with the young
people also sends a message. The message is, “you matter
to God and you matter to us – you are worth the effort”.
The teaching employs group work in the mornings and
presentation style in the evenings to try to reflect different
learning styles. Group activities vary from day to day and
use a variety of interactive learning strategies. This is to
help the young people discover for themselves what the
Bible is saying to them in their time. It has been essential
for an adult group leader to lead a group of approximately 4
students, because the ability to think abstractly and reading
levels in 14 year olds vary tremendously. A pamphlet has
been produced, called Absolute Leader, which prepares the
group leaders for the task.
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Through the themes of “absolute freedom”, “absolute
The high quality, high-energy program has also rated
worth”, and “absolute plan,” the participants are given an highly with young people consistently remarking that it
overview of an Adventist Christian world view. So the exceeded their expectations. Groups have gone back to their
student is invited to consider creation, freedom of choice schools and spoken of Absolute Nine in glowing terms. It
and the consequences of that both personally and in the is now looked forward to with anticipation by 12 and 13
world before moving on to what Jesus has done for us on year olds. Therefore, Absolute Nine may well be compared
the cross and through his resurrection. They then look with a rite of passage. At 14 the church considers them old
at God’s plan for us now and in the future. Another way enough to go away for nearly a week to study the basics of
of describing the themes are as answers to the questions: the Christian faith and to consider making a commitment
Where have we come from? Where are we now? Where are to that. It should be pointed out however that about 50%
of those who attend our schools are non Adventists. This
we going?
In between the teaching segments, the activity level is makes the idea of a rite of passage difficult to develop to
high, with something happening late morning, throughout its full potential. There is an ongoing discussion in the
the afternoon, and between the evening meeting and bed- Norwegian Union about whether we could create more
time worship. The games include much running around and of a rite of passage through just targeting Adventists?
interaction with everyone involved, including the adults. On the other hand one can ask to what extent is it right
Many of the games and activities take
evangelistically or ethically to target
certain groups and leave others out?
place outside, whatever the weather.
With that brief overview, the
This debate looks set to continue and
“The high quality, highcentral question to try to analyze is
will perhaps deprive Absolute Nine
energy program has also rated
whether the Absolute Nine Program
of its potential as a rite of passage for
highly with young people
in the five years it has been in action
Adventist young people.
consistently remarking that it
Perhaps the biggest impact that
has done anything to encourage
Absolute Nine has had is in terms of
young people to stay in the church.
exceeded their expectations.
creating a social network for AdvenThe short answer to this question
As groups have gone back
is that the early signs are positive.
tist young people in Norway who
to their schools and spoken
There has been an increase of 17%
are often isolated in what is still
of Absolute Nine in glowing
in baptisms among 14 year olds, 20%
a relatively rural society, with its
among 15 year olds, and 30% among
mountains and sparse population
terms.”
16 year olds. It is, however, early days
of just 4.5 million. Tyrifjord Junior
and it is difficult to say with certainty
College had been struggling with
that Absolute Nine is responsible for these increases, espe- enrollment for many years. However, since the beginning
cially because the figures in the Norwegian Union are so of the Absolute Nine program enrollment at Tyrifjord has
small that the addition of just one young person can make gone up quite dramatically. What seems to be happening
an impact on the percentages. Other factors may also be is that young people are meeting each other from all over
involved, such as an improved atmosphere at the Adventist the country at Absolute Nine and then staying in contact.
Junior College or an increase in other youth activities. That This has encouraged many more young people to choose to
said, the fact remains that more teenagers, especially 14-17 be reunited at the Junior College for the latter part of their
year olds, have been baptized in the five years that Absolute school education.
Tyrifjord Junior College has fostered this opportunity
Nine has run than were baptized in the five years before
the concept was put into action.
in two ways. First, their staff have been present at Absolute
So what is it specifically that we can learn from Absolute Nine, so that the young people can get to know them and
Nine that could help to address the issue of the back door of during the week Tyrifjord makes a presentation where the
the church? There is no doubt that the presence of a high school is introduced and presented to the participants who
ratio of committed adult role models has made a significant are 1.5 years away from being able to attend. The second
impact on the young people who attend. Through feedback thing Tyrifjord has done is to create an Absolute Ten. This
and the evaluations that we have received each year this takes place over a weekend at Tyrifjord Junior College, crehas been a factor that has been positively remarked upon ating a link with what the young people have experienced
by both the young people and their parents. In a society and a chance for a reunion that most of the young people
where there are few adult role models this is a factor that just can’t resist. As a result enrollment at Tyrifjord has
has been important for Absolute Nine.
soared, which in terms of youth retention means that we
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have close contact with our young people for a much longer
period than was previously the case. It also means that the
friendship networks built up by young people through the
mid to late teen years are with other Adventist or at least
Christian young people.
The Absolute Nine program has helped to stop the
worsening of youth retention figures for the Norwegian
Union. It is a program which is still under development
with themes, methods, and target group all under discussion. Follow up is critical for improving retention further,
as there is only so much that can take place in three and a
half days. This is one of the biggest challenges for if we do
not manage to get local congregations to build on what is
started at Absolute Nine, we are losing out on the potential that is undoubtedly there. The lessons that have been
learned from Absolute Nine are:
• That commitment is more difficult for young people
today than perhaps ever before
• That adult role models and involvement in youth
ministry is important
• Friendship is perhaps the most important element in
a teenager’s life and loyalty to friends rules supreme.
Creating links with other Adventist kids increases the
chances of retention.
It could be summed up by saying that young people
need to belong and today’s young people belong through
relationships. The one commitment that is still intact
in their lives is their commitment to the group, with
friendships becoming ever more important to life decisions. Young people also need adults as role models who
authentically live out the Christianity life, and who create
an environment where friendship flourishes. With these
things in place, there is a possibility of keeping our young
people away from the back door. As Kjell Aune writes in his
analysis of the Adventist church in Norway and its young
people, “Almost half of the young people with an Adventist
background who are not members of the Church, report
the main reason for not joining the Church is that the lifeprinciples of the Church are too rigid and legalistic. Many
also report that they do not feel at home in the Church. Still
more of these young people believe that the teachings of
the Adventist Church for the most part are biblical. Most
of these young people have kept their faith in God, and
quite a few say there is a possibility for them to come back
to the Church.” (Aune, 2003)
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Appendix 1: Absolute Nine Program
A typical day at Absolute Nine looks like this:
0800
0900
1000
1015
1030
1200
1300
1400
1500
1800
1930
2100
2200
2230
2300

Getting up
Breakfast with pictures from the previous day
Introduction to the theme of the day – something practical
Drama – The Day’s Paul
Group Work
Activity outside
Lunch
Duties
Activities
The evening meal
The evening meeting – a presentation from one of the pastors
Outside activities in the dark
Snacks
Worship
Bedtime

The program is full and it is expected that all the students participate
in everything. It is therefore unnecessary at Absolute Nine to have
MP3 players, gameboys etc. We discourage the making of cliques,
encouraging instead an inclusive environment.
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Abstract

Decades of research continue to point to greater than 50 percent attrition of young adults from faith
community, yet there appears to be minimal efforts to change this alarming trend. This article offers suggestions as to what you can do to foster authentic relationships and revive young adult discipleship in the
Seventh-day Adventist Church context.

I

first learned the term in my undergraduate Social
Psychology class: Bystander Effect. For the sake of
the exam, I just kept in mind it’s not a good idea to
be drowning in a lake with a crowd looking on from
shore; it’s likely they are all thinking someone else is going
to save you.
Wikipedia (2007) does a better job of defining the
effect as “a psychological phenomenon in which someone
is less likely to intervene in an emergency situation when
other people are present and able to help than when he or
she is alone.” The article goes on to reference a variety of
horrific incidences where homicides occurred while dozens
of “bystanders” just let it happen.
My collegiate years are long gone, and now I give exams
instead of take them, but recently this “phenomenon” has
come back to my mind. Preparing to teach a young adult
ministry course here at the seminary, I found myself perplexed by how “the bystander effect” may be impacting you
and me, allowing new generations to drown, disappearing
from faith life as part of our church.

Disengaging, Disenfranchised, Disappearing
& Drowning

In light of his landmark longitudinal study of Adventist
adolescents, Roger Dudley (2000) of the Institute of Church
Ministry noted, “It seems reasonable to believe that at least
40 to 50 percent of Seventh-day Adventist teenagers in
North America are essentially leaving the church by their
middle 20s. This figure may well be higher” (p. 35).
“This is a hemorrhage of epic proportions,” warned
Dudley as he suggested that, “The decline in membership

of many mainline Protestant churches has been shown to
be largely traceable to the shortage of young adults in their
congregations” (p. 22).
This young adult exodus is not exclusive to Adventism,
as Christian demographer George Barna noted. Across
Christianity, “The most potent data regarding disengagement is that a majority of twentysomethings – 61% of today’s
young adults – had been churched at one time during their
teen years but they are now spiritually disengaged (i.e., not
actively attending church, reading the Bible, or praying)”
(Barna, 2006, para. 6).
David Kinnaman of the Barna Group elaborated, “The
current state of ministry to twentysomethings is woefully
inadequate to address the spiritual needs of millions of
young adults. These individuals are making significant life
choices and determining the patterns and preferences of
their spiritual reality while churches wait, generally in vain,
for them to return after college or when the kids come”
(Kinnaman & Lyons, 2006, para. 8).
It is this disengagement that threatens the present
and future of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in North
America. North American Division (NAD) President,
Don Schneider, shared “We must [also] concentrate on
the young adults of our Church. . . young people need to
become more fully integrated into the Church. . . Is there
some way of allowing young people to worship in a way
that is meaningful while making it safe for them to do so?
Young adults must be heard at leadership levels, and their
feelings must be given validity” (North American Division,
2005, para. 6).
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Compared to the median age of 36 and 37 in the
United States and Canada respectively, Paul Richardson of
the Center for Creative Ministry reported, “The median age
for the Seventh-day Adventist community in North America,
including the unbaptized children in church families, is 58…
Among native-born White and Black members the median
age is even higher” (Center for Creative Ministry, 2006).
Richardson warned that these trends have serious
implications. “There are more than 1,000 local churches in
the North American Division that have no children or teens
at all. . . Fewer and fewer congregations have enough teens,
young adults or even young couples to provide the critical
mass necessary to conduct a youth group and
“As odd as it may seem to
other activities that have
always been the life beat
the metaphor, researchers
of Adventist churches”
and church leaders ask
(para. 2).
young adults ‘why’ they
The departure of
are drowning; Why are you
young adults from local
faith community has not
leaving the church?”
gone unnoticed by the
Seventh-day Adventist
Church General Conference (GC) President, Jan Paulsen,
who has spent the past several years in broadcasted conversations with new generations (http://letstalk.adventist.org).
Most poignantly, Paulsen noted at the 2006 Annual Council,
“They [young adults] have perspectives, they have hopes,
they have dreams, and they have visions for the church which
need to be considered seriously. If we don’t, they will feel
disenfranchised, as many of them already do.”
It’s disturbing. It would not be as perplexing if it could
be said we have promptly identified this trend and addressed
it with all the immediacy it deserves to rescue and embrace
new generations. It would be laudable to share that urgent
interventions have been implemented and the attrition
statistics have been reversed. However, that is not the case.
Over a decade ago in research on Generation X, I found
comparable statistics of young adults disappearing from
local faith life (Martin, 1995). Dudley’s (2000) research
reflects over three decades of scrutiny regarding the departure of new generations from the church. His book, Why
Teenagers Leave Religion, was published in 1978!
Beyond the statistical analysis, I suspect both you and
I can think of a young relative, or a young friend who has
parted ways with our church. I imagine we could exchange
stories of peers or grown grandchildren who no longer
participate in Adventism. We’ve known that young adults
have been leaving our church for some time now. That’s
why the phenomenon is glaringly back in my mind. We’ve
become bystanders.
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Might it be that the bystander effect has immobilized
us into thinking someone else will help (Wikipedia, 2007)?
We’ve watched with the crowd from the shore, as new
generations disappear beneath the surface.

Struggling to Stay Above Water

As odd as it may seem to the metaphor, researchers and
church leaders ask young adults “why” they are drowning;
Why are you leaving the church?
Dudley (2000) found that young adult perceptions of
the quality of relationship with religious authority figures
played a significant role in their decision to disengage from
church life. Leadership across Adventism concurred stating,
“The reasons most frequently cited by persons who leave
local church fellowship are found in the realm of relationships, the absence of a sense of belonging, and the lack of
meaningful engagement in the local congregation and its
mission.” (General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists
Executive Committee, 2007, para. 5).
Young adult Kimberly Luste Maran (2000) noted,
“Too often the negative words and actions of more mature
church members push the younger set to feelings of anger,
resentment, bitterness, and fear. . . Satan will employ any
methods, including the use of church members, to tear us
away from our loving Father” (para. 23).
As part of the Let’s Talk broadcasts, 25-year-old Kadene
offered, “I think the best thing that church leaders can do
for the youth of our church is get acquainted with them.
Too often, church leaders sit on their high horses and judge
our youth without having the slightest idea of what they
are going through” (Let’s Talk, 2007).
Paulsen (2006) contributed, “We [church leaders]
need to hear and understand what they [young adults]
are saying, for it comes across clearly and strongly from
those who are under thirty in our church. The point they
are making is this: Being included, being trusted, being
considered responsible, for elders to be prepared to take
some risk with inexperience, are sentiments and attitudes
which senior leadership must be willing to show, or we are
gone! We are gone simply because we have no ownership
responsibility in the life of this church” (para. 14).
Research beyond Adventist cohorts offers some additional perspective. Robert Wuthnow (2007), professor of
Sociology at Princeton University, noted various trends
that are impacting young adults, contributing to the fading
American religious landscape. “My view is that congregations can survive, but only if religious leaders roll up their
sleeves and pay considerably more attention to young adults
than they have been” (p. 230).
Noting a 70 percent attrition from church life among
Baptist young adults, Scott McConnell, associate director of
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LifeWay Research (2007), stated, “Clearly the reasons young
people leave are a reflection both of their past experience in
church and the new opportunities they have as young adults.
. . To remain in church, a person must have experienced the
value of the teaching and relationships at church and see the
relevance for the next phase of life” (para. 19).
Why are young adults drowning? Although the responses
may be as diverse and personal as each young adult, clearly
the lack of mutually-valued relationships that engender trust
and shared support has left both parties, young adults and
Seventh-day Adventism, at risk of going under.

Pointing Out Heroes

So what is the solution? The Wikipedia (2007) article
on bystander effect made a fascinating recommendation,
“To counter the bystander effect when you are the victim,
a studied recommendation is to pick a specific person in
the crowd to appeal to for help rather than appealing to the
larger group generally. If you are the only person reacting
to an emergency, point directly to a specific bystander and
give them a specific task such as, ‘You. Call the police.’ These
steps place all responsibility on a specific person instead of
allowing it to diffuse” (para. 5).
To burst through the bystander effect, I am pointing
you out as a potential hero in the lives of young adults.
Parent! During the important transitional years of
young adulthood, you play a vital role not only in the life
of your child but also their sphere of friends. Make your
home and your presence one that engenders hospitality,
safety, and wisdom.1
Connie Vandeman Jeffery (2003) shared a simple
formula of food, friendship, and follow up, that made her
home a safe harbor for young adults. If you are an adult
without grown children in your home or don’t have children
of your own, make the simple effort of building an authentic
relationship with a twenty-something. It’s as simple to start
as a lunch invitation.
Pastor! If the statistics are correct, your influence and
impact on the climate of your church is desperately needed.
Setting the culture of young adult inclusion is heavily
dependent on your vision and leadership.
Bill Bossert (2007) described how his dying church
recognized their fate and took heroic steps to turn the tide.
With careful self analysis; practical research; and courageous, yet inclusive change steps,2 the Shepherd’s House
reversed the attrition tide, resulting in a 60 percent increase
of young adults in their church (para. 27). Change did not
come without challenges and discomfort, but in order to
break through the bystander effect, pastors are needed to
be heroic so as to inspire their congregations to be likewise.

Professor/Teacher! There is a profound influence
that educators have in the lives of young adults. Beyond
academic or professional prowess, you are called upon to
invest in young adult spiritual development as well.
Teaching at Spicer Memorial College, Falvo Fowler
(2002) found his simple initiative to start a Sabbath School
with his students made a profound impact on what was
once a “nominal” Adventist experience (para. 16).
Jimmy Phillips (2007) noted the “invisible majority” of
coeds in the schools outside of our Adventist system, and
I suspect many of you are among their faculty and staff.
Thousands of Adventist young adults will benefit from your
efforts to collaborate with local churches and your respective
college to establish student groups, faith fellowships, and
discipleship communities.3 Adventist Christian Fellowship
(http://www.acflink.org) is a great resource to support your
heroic initiative. Your advisement and mentoring is key to
battling the bystander effect rampant on these campuses and
in the churches adjacent to these colleges and universities.
President! Vision casting leaders offer momentum
toward constructive change. No matter whether your presidency is at the General Conference, division, union, local
conference, or in student government, you are a pivotal hero
with the ability to not only
beat bystander effect, but
also to rally the crowd to
“I’m as serious as a heart
action.
attack. We have a broken
Mike Cauley (2007),
world. We have a society
Florida Conference
president, challenged
of Millennials [young
his constituency, “Do we
adults] who are hungry for
care enough to learn the
the gospel, and we aren’t
language of kids [young
cutting it.”
adults]? I’m as serious as
a heart attack. We have a
broken world. We have a
society of Millennials [young adults] who are hungry for
the gospel, and we aren’t cutting it. Now, I haven’t talked to
the Conference Executive Committee about this, so don’t
tell anybody. But I’m going to be asking them to begin to
plant churches to reach kids under 25. I’m going to be asking them to help us figure out how to become churches in
the biblical, New Testament sense. . . somehow we have got
to bring those kids, not to a place of entertainment, but to
be fully committed disciples. . . We need to give them the
Church” (para. 48).
Jan Paulsen (2006), further endorsed, “In order to be
effective in looking after the united church and keeping it
strong in mission, it is critical that the men and women
who are young today be invited to sit next to you and me;
that they be invited to think and plan with us, and that they
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are listened to as values are defined and the mission agenda
Authenticity. Young adults are desperately looking for
relationships
that are real, honest, and transparent (Martin,
examined” (para. 17).
It is not only your endorsement, but also your con- 1998). Kinnaman and Lyons (2006) found young adults
spicuous actions4 as president that will serve as a leadership both inside and outside of the church to perceive it to be
catalyst to transform young adult attrition statistics into “hypocritical” and “out of touch with reality.” They advocate
retention trends.
for a corrective perception where “Christians are transparent
Peers! There are stellar young adults who have not about their flaws and act first, talk second” (p. 41). Opposed
only remained in the church but are faith activists where to the faux facade of “having it all together,” young adults are
they are (Maran, Karimabadi, & Bourne, 2006). You are seeking out genuine interaction with heroes who are human,
among the most influential and powerful – not only in willing to admit they too are working through issues and
taking heroic action with your drowning peers but also in challenges. Young adults want significant adults to be more
rejuvenating Adventism, fostering a movement that will relationally involved in their lives (Martin, 1995). Leaders
draw new generations.
who are willing to be authentic offer young adults a priceless
Lynette Frantzen (2004) offered
opportunity for rich relationships.
the reminder that Adventism began
Belonging. Dudley (2000)
as a young movement: “Many of the
noted a contributing factor to young
“Seventy percent of young
Adventist pioneers first began their
adult attrition being the “lack of
adults
perceive
Christianity
work when they were teenagers. Pioinclusiveness for youth involvement
as “insensitive to others”
neers such as Ellen Harmon White,
in congregational life and leaderJohn Loughborough, J. N. Andrews,
ship” (p. 206). According to Dudley’s
(Kinnaman & Lyons, 2006).
Uriah Smith, and John Harvey Kelresearch respondents, an ideal church
Social action is high on the
logg were teenagers and young adults
is one where young adults are “active
priority list of young adults,
when they began making an impact
in the life of the group.” Young adults
and their perception of an
in the Seventh-day Adventist Church.
are of age and ability where involvement and participation are vital to a
They were young, vibrant, and on fire
attractive church is one
for God!” (para. 2).
sense of inclusion and importance.
actively involved in helping
Cauley (2007) noted, “It was
Contextualization occurs naturally
people in need (Dudley,
the same age group [young adult]
when intentional efforts are made to
2000). ”
that was passionate about the early
integrate young adult leadership in
Adventist movement. J. N. Andrews
the church (Martin, 1995). Leaders
was 22 when he started on the pubwho are willing to minister collablishing committee. 22! He was a kid. Ellen White was 17 oratively with young adults solidify their sense of purpose
when she had her first vision. She couldn’t even have gradu- and significance as part of their faith community.
ated from academy yet if she lived in our day. Uriah Smith
Compassion. Seventy percent of young adults perceive
was 21 when he joined the publishing work, and James Christianity as “insensitive to others” (Kinnaman & Lyons,
White was 21 years old when he came upon the scene and 2006). Social action is high on the priority list of young
began to preach the Advent doctrine” (para. 11).
adults, and their perception of an attractive church is one
We need a movement of that caliber right now! Those actively involved in helping people in need (Dudley, 2000).
heroes from our Adventist heritage took valiant steps to Funding missionary endeavors in far off lands is fine but
save a drowning world. Today, young Adventists are just as one-dimensional. Global is good, but young adults also
essential in the embrace and encouragement of their peers. gravitate toward ministries that meet local needs in their
You as well as parents, pastors, professors, and presidents neighborhoods and communities. They’re eager to align
must build restorative relationships with young adults.5
with causes and advocacy that transcend denominational
and socio-political lines for the sake of making a good
ABCs and D of Heroic Relationships
difference in the world. Leaders who are passionate about
Now pointed out, maybe you personally feel the con- making a difference among the marginalized and rally their
viction to become a hero in the lives of young adults. You community to action will find young adults joining them
may be wondering what are the principles that can help you in the fray.
Discipleship. Contrary to popular myth bolstered by
succeed in your heroic intentions. Here are some relational
building blocks I would offer:
the rebellion of Boomers and angst of Generation X, today’s
young adults are different—they are looking to be discipled
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by adults and others. Elmore (2008) describes young adults
as not seeking a “sage on the stage,” but rather, they long
for a “guide on the side.” Mentoring relationships foster life
legacy and attachment, for both the young adult and the
mentor (Dudley, 2000; Martin, 1999). When Christ’s followers “go and make disciples,” this impacts not only new
generations but also the expansion of Christ’s kingdom.
Leaders who disciple young adults fulfill the Great Commission, and further, equip them to reach out to others.
Being authentic, fostering belonging, expressing compassion, and intentionally discipling launches the leader from
the sidelines into heroic relationships with young adults.

Center for Creative Ministry. (November 1, 2006). INNOVATION
Newsletter, 12(19) [Electronic Newsletter].

Bystanders No Longer

General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists Executive Committee.
(April 10, 2007). Conserving Membership Gains – an Appeal.
Retrieved December 19, 2007 from: http://www.adventist.org/
beliefs/other_documents/conserving-gains.html

If the principles of social psychology hold true, you
may have come to the end of this article and are now saying
to yourself, “That’s a fine article. I’m glad that the issue of
young adults leaving the church is being addressed. It’s good
that someone is doing something about it.”
That sentiment is the tragic reality of bystander effect. It’s
a phenomenon that has already seen generations of young
Adventists drown, while potential heroes like you and me
have been spectators. We must no longer be bystanders.
So I am pointing you out. If you’ve read to this point, I am
pointing at you…
You! Take a step today to begin an authentic relationship with a young adult.6 Become a mentor. Do lunch.
Listen carefully. Open your home. Offer your heart. There
are as many action options as there are young adults. Start
with one action with one young adult today (Martin, 1998).
One less bystander.
One more hero.
One more authentic young adult relationship.
And by God’s grace, one less young adult attrition
statistic. Step out from the crowd. Burst the bystander
effect today.
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Endnotes

1 . Nor t h Ame r i c an D iv is i on Fam i ly Mi n ist r i e s , http : / /
adventistfamilyministries.com/, offers an array of resources and
support to parents in the discipling of new generations.
2. Bill Bossert outlined the steps his congregation took at http://
adventistreview.org/article.php?id=1300 offering further specificity
to their strategy.
3. Ron Pickell, North American Division Adventist Christian Fellowship
Coordinator, offers some insights as to what college students are looking
for in a church at http://www.adventistreview.org/article.php?id=1372.
4. It is conspicuous actions of leadership that reveal their most important
values. A couple of local conference presidents have already instated
young adult ministry directors at the conference level. The Christian
Leadership Center, http://www.andrews.edu/clc, recently endorsed the
development of young leadership training, challenging presidents and
all church officials to mentor new generations of leadership.
5. For over a decade, dream VISION ministries, http://www.
dreamVISIONministries.org, has offered training and resourcing
in building authentic relationships with new generations. I offer a
theological model for young adult ministry, http://www.adventistreview.
org/2000-1556/story2.html, challenging young adults to see their role
as ministers to their peers.
6. North American Division of Seventh-day Adventists Young Adult
Ministry is committed to fostering the hero in you, coaching your
efforts to build authentic relationships with new generations. Find on
the IGNITION blog, http://ignitionblog.wordpress.com, various local
and division-wide young adult ministry initiatives. Contact amartin@
GODencounters.org for further support, training, and networking.
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Youth Ministry:

It Starts Sooner Than You Think!
A Youth Ministry Case Study Report
Jiwan S. Moon
Senior Pastor, Kitchener-Waterloo Church
Ontario Conference of Seventh-day Adventists

Abstract

When does youth ministry really begin? It is a question we all need to ask to be effective in ministering to
our youth. What really is youth ministry? These two questions come from a belief that there is a specific
time frame and a particular way to minister to young people that is different from where they have come
and where they are going. However, I would like to introduce a different idea. The idea that youth ministry
really begins before childhood ends. It is a continuous mentoring and nurturing of children, helping them
mature and grow in Christ from childhood to adolescence, and eventually adulthood. The idea of youth
ministry as a continuum is depicted in the growth of a seed. The care given to a seed as it grows into a
mature plant is not interrupted or delayed. Continual and constant care, without any discontinuance,
given to the growth of this seed is what produces a beautiful plant which bears much fruit. If the care of
this seed was interrupted or delayed, it would hinder the maturation of the seed, and later, the production
of its fruit. As the young plant is watered and nourished, it grows into a beautiful and mature plant. As
this plant continues to mature, it needs pruning to enable it to flourish. Just as we would not stop watering a seed as it grows into a plant, we cannot minister to children now and then minister to them as youth
later. We need to provide constant and continuous mentorship with a clear intent. The care begins when
they are children and continues as they mature into a man or woman of God, and just as the plant may
need pruning, youth will need experiences that will allow them to mold their character and build their
Christian identity. Youth Ministry – It Starts Sooner than You Think!

“W

hen does youth ministry begin?” I
asked this question of a number of
professionals who work with youth,
including youth pastors. At first,
many did not seem to know how to answer the question.
After changing my question to a more specific one, “At what
age do you think youth ministry begins?” a few of them
answered me by saying that they believe youth ministry
begins with the “high school age” group, those who are 14
or 15 and up (9th-12th grade). Some others said that they
believe youth ministry begins in the junior high school
group, those who are 12 or 13 and up (7th or 8th grade).
Still others say youth ministry begins when the children’s
ministry ends. When asked when the children’s ministry
ends, some said it ends after the primary division, (1st-4th
grade / ages 6-9) and others would say that the children’s
ministry ends after the junior division, (5th-8th grade / ages
10-14). However, when thinking about the question, “What

age do you think youth ministry begins?” you will discover
that churches which offer youth ministry programs most
often gear these programs to high school students and up.
For example, when you go to youth camp meetings, the
majority of the attendees at youth ministry camp meetings
are high school students and up.
It is often the parents of teens who attend high school
who seek help from youth ministry leaders because of some
of the challenges they have with their teenage children. This
is the time when parents feel that they are losing control over
their teenage children and seek out advice and help from
youth ministry professionals. As a result, youth ministry is
often reactive to the needs and interests of the mid and late
teens and up. Later, during the university years, many move
away from home to a different area for higher learning, and
often many experience difficulty finding and adjusting to a
new church, as well as the absence of parental presence.
117

Youth Ministry – It Starts Sooner Than You Think! A Youth Ministry Case Study Report

The Beginning of Youth Ministry Overlaps
with the End of Children’s Ministry

There are five distinctive transitions in the life of a child/
youth; preschool, elementary school, high school, college/
university and post-university years/young adult. Often,
during these transitory periods, these youth slip through
the crack due to a lack of ministry available to them during
those various stages of their transitional periods.
There is no clear and distinctive guideline in terms of
what ages are included in
each of these ministries.
“Ministry to children as
When do the children’s
ministry, youth ministry,
they become youth and
and young adult ministry
then young adults is rather
actually begin and end?
a ministry of progression
This ambiguity tends to
rather than three distinct
confuse youth ministry
entities each surviving on
professionals who often
begin their ministry too
its own.”
late to effectively minister
to these young people.
This important reality reminds us that all these ministries, children, youth, campus, and young adult ministries
should overlap with each other to effectively minister to all
ages of youth and children, especially for those who are in
these transitory periods.

The Continuum of Youth Ministry

It is my opinion that youth ministry does not have
a distinctive starting point in terms of age, but it should
overlap with the latter part of children’s ministry. Ministry
to children as they become youth and then young adults is
a ministry of progression rather than three distinct entities each surviving on its own. This observation is crucial
in ensuring that none of the children who are entering
into adolescence fall through the cracks because of a lack
of ministries available to them. If ministry to children,
youth, and young adults is seen as more of a progressive
ministry rather than three distinct and separate ministries,
there is less chance of possible “cracks” between ministries
since they should all overlap and follow a continuum. This
concept is portrayed in five stages of faith which I have
discovered and developed in my experience of working
with children, youth and young adults.
These are the five stages of faith development in its
simplest form: Passive or Inactive, Reactive, Reflective,
Active, and Proactive.
1. Passive (or Inactive) Faith Stage: Faith begins in a
passive state where the child is indifferent and does what
the parents do. At this stage, the parents have the most
influence over them.
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2. Reactive Faith Stage: During the reactive stage, a
child will begin to display a simple faith. Two definitions
of the word reactive in the Merriam-Webster’s dictionary
are: “relating to” or “readily responsive to a stimulus.”
These children will simply react to what they are told. For
example, if their parents tell them they should go to church
to be saved, they simply believe and follow their parent’s
example.
3. Reflective Faith Stage: As they grow older into adolescence, they enter the “formal operational stage” where
they are now capable of “abstract thinking,”1 and where they
begin to question the norms and habits they have acquired
during their childhood such as going to church, giving
offerings, keeping the Sabbath holy, etc. This is the reflective stage. As they enter into adolescence and puberty, and
as their brain develops, they now have the ability to think
reflectively, often resulting in making positive or negative
choices that contribute to either the child becoming an
active Christian or an inactive Christian.
4. Active Faith Stage: If young people make positive
choices that would engage them in vibrant religious expression through involvement and service, they would enter
into the stage of active faith. They play a major part in and
demonstrate a willingness to engage in church activities.
5. Proactive Faith Stage: By providing discipleship
which is composed of nurturing and mentoring by equipping
them with the knowledge and experience of Christ’s selfless,
self-sacrificial love and service, they would then enter into a
proactive stage of faith, thereby responding to their Christianity in a self-motivating way. Consequently, at this stage,
they exemplify on their own initiative through their own
life, Christ’s character of humility and service. Often, youth
who enter this proactive stage of faith change their course
of life and live a life more focused on humility and service.
Therefore, ministry geared toward youth cannot be effective
if it is separate from the ministry geared toward children
or young adults. The ministry which began in childhood
should continue and develop throughout adolescence into
young adulthood. In this way, instead of finding cracks
between different ministries, the faith of children will follow
a logical progression throughout adolescence and into young
adulthood where their Christian faith and experience will
be nurtured in a personal and practical way so that as they
near adulthood, they will become stronger men and women
of God. The success of this progressive ministry cannot
be completely effective, however, without the presence of
youth ministry professionals. This kind of ministry must be
a ministry based on relationship and influence of a mentor
by his or her engagement and presence. In their book, The
Youth Builder, Jim Burns and Mike DeVries call this kind of
ministry “incarnation ministry” (Burn and DeVries, 2001).

Ministering with Millennials

They state that by “building genuine relationships” with
young people, “we will be considered friends and mentors”
(Burn and DeVries, 2001).
If youth ministry professionals are constantly present
in the lives and faith experiences of children, youth, and
young adults, the ministry becomes strengthened and
more effective. Children, youth, and young adults often
learn from their mentors who provide constant ministry
and care for them. This is the area where many churches
have failed and have become less effective in reaching out
to the Millennials and in making a difference in their lives.

Youth Ministry and Adolescence

According to the Department of Health & Human
Services Center for Disease Control and Prevention,
adolescence begins at the age of 12. According to their
website, early adolescence is described as being from the
ages of 12-14.2 Often, early adolescence is viewed as a
developmental stage where puberty begins when a child
goes through many physical changes. Early adolescence
is a time of not only physical, but also mental, emotional,
and social changes.
According to Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Department of Health and Human Services:
Early adolescence is a time of many physical,
mental, emotional, and social changes. Hormones
change as puberty begins. Boys grow facial and pubic
hair and their voices deepen. Girls grow pubic hair
and breasts, and start menstruating. They might
be worried about these changes and how they are
looked at by others. This will also be a time when
your teenager might face peer pressure to use alcohol,
tobacco products, and drugs, and to have sex. Other
challenges can be eating disorders, depression, and
family problems. At this age, teens make more of
their own choices about friends, sports, studying, and
school. They become more independent, with their own
personality and interests.3
This is the time when puberty begins as described
above. However, some others would suggest that now
adolescence begins much sooner than 12 years of age.
According to the U. S. Department of Education, the
period of early adolescence is from the ages 10-14.4 This
means that our children are entering adolescence much
sooner than many believe. Some suggest that puberty
begins as early as 8 or 9 years of age.5 Early adolescence is a
time when the teenager is seeking to be more independent
in making decisions from parental instruction, and peer
pressure is becoming equally, if not more, important as the
early adolescents struggle to fit into their social circles. Early

adolescents want to be popular and be in the “in-crowd,”
and they are frightened of the idea of being excluded and
being among the outcasts in the “out-crowd.” This stage
is where we find many early adolescents trying to do what
their peers do in order to fit into their social groups, while
seeking independence from their parents.
As stated, early adolescence is a period between 10-14
years of age according to the U.S. Department of Education.
At this stage, they make more of their own choices about
friends, sports/entertainments, what to wear, what to listen
to, and what to do. They become more independent and
less dependent on their parents. However, peer pressure
plays a greater part in affecting the decisions of the early
adolescent. Now, many adolescents are being influenced
to make decisions from the information they gather from
cyberspace or the internet. It is through these mediums
that they often experience an information overload without
really understanding whether that information is valid
or true. Many times, the information they receive from
cyberspace or from their peers does not reflect Christian
values or principles thus confusing the minds of early
adolescents. Many times, early adolescents find themselves
in conflicting situations where their Christian values and
norms are challenged, if not questioned. Early adolescence
is probably the most difficult and challenging time for our
children/youth to keep their faith.

Understanding the Millennials

Millennials, those who are “born in or after 1982”
(Howe and Straus, 2000) to 2000 or 2001, who are also
known as “Generation Y,”
are now between the ages
“Early adolescence is a
of 7 or 8 and 26 in 2008.
time of many physical,
They have emerged into
mental, emotional, and
the internet era. They are
exposed to many secular
social changes.”
influences and an internet culture that counters
Christian values and lifestyle. They are easily exposed to
web sites which contain materials that wrongly influence
them and instill in them a false sense of their own identity.
As we are living in a society where many people need two
incomes to survive, cyberspace is becoming a place where
they get their information and instructions, often from
strangers and strange sites, instead of from their parents.
The influence of the internet culture which is an integral part
of the Millennials is one area which we should understand.
Millennials meet new friends online, discover new
ideas online, gather information online, learn things online,
download music and pictures online, and many other things
are happening online. The powerful influence of the Mil119
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lennials’ culture often undermines Christian values and
principles. It is like having a stranger in the family living
room and the youth are listening to this person’s uncensored
views and ideas that may not be in harmony with their
Christian beliefs and morality.
As the Millennials enter adolescence, the Christian
identity which they inherited from their parents is being
questioned and challenged. However, they lack adults who
are present in providing nurture and mentorship in assisting them to reevaluate and rediscover their own Christian
identity to make it as their own instead of one that they
simply inherited from their parents or from other spiritual
care providers during their childhood.
It is often the lack of spiritual resources (parental guidance, spiritual mentorship from adults including youth
ministry professionals, faith experience opportunities,
etc.) available to them plus overwhelming secular influence
available to them from internet, media, and their peers that
challenge these Millennials to stay focused. Those who did
not get a chance to rediscover their own Christian identity
by their active involvement in Christian experiences find
themselves getting distracted and often slipping away from
the religious arena.

Balancing between the Negative Parts of the
Millennial Culture and Christian Culture

To counter the influence that may contradict parental
guidance and spiritual guidance from religious figures, both
the church and home should provide more opportunities
to their children and youth for them to consider positive
choices that would help them develop their own identity as
Christians and to balance with the negative influence and
choices available to them. If adults provide opportunities
for them to make more positive choices that would allow
them to learn more about who they are as Christians, they
will feel more empowered and secure as Christians.
Adolescence is the period where children are starting to learn to make decisions independently on various
choices and issues available to them. Unfortunately, many
of those choices are often lifestyle issues that are negative
to Christian lifestyle. Today’s adolescents of the Millennial
generation are exposed to at-risk factors: teen violence,
substance abuse, breakdown of family relationships, racial
discrimination/tension, etc. “Many social critics argue
that today’s youth face more serious and critical risks than
any previous generation. Parents are convinced that their
children face a major crisis. Most experts will agree that
violence in schools, deteriorating family structure, substance abuse, alarming media images, and gang activity
put teens at risk.”6
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Many Millennials who have difficulties in handling
those at-risk factors are involved in drugs and alcohol
abuse, promiscuous sexual activities, and at times criminal
activities. However, many local churches don’t provide
adequate and timely intervention programs which would
allow at-risk Millennials to seek help and counseling.
Especially in the Adventist culture of intolerance to many
of those secular lifestyle issues which are often labeled as
“youth culture,” many Adventists would rather avoid those
“taboo topics” than to deal with them head-on.
Inadequacy and unavailability of resources to help
the Millennials to become more mature and spiritually
secure Christians in their emotional, social, and spiritual
state may have contributed to losing many of them from
their faith experience.

Positive Choices That Can Help and Empower
Youth to Develop Their Own Christian
Identity

Some positive choices that can help youth develop their
Christian identity in a most effective way are: participating
in mission projects, volunteering in church events/functions
such as Vacation Bible Schools and worship services (youth
days, children’s ministries day, youth evangelistic series,
children’s evangelistic series, youth vespers, youth Bible
study and small groups, and other service projects such as
feeding the homeless and nursing home visits). However,
among all these choices, in my own personal experience, to
empower them to become missionaries for the Lord is the
most effective and powerful way to build Christian identity
in youth. Instilling the missionary spirit in them often
generates a powerful response from them as they make the
decision to follow Jesus for the rest of their lives.
During my past involvement with four short-term mission projects for high school ages and up, two short-term
mission projects for teens 13 and up, and four junior missionary camps for teens (including early teens) as a spiritual
care provider and mentor, I have personally observed that
instilling in them the missionary spirit is one of the most
effective ways to help them develop their own Christian
identity. Christianity, especially Adventism, is a movement,
and as we remind youth that Christian churches are a byproduct of that mission movement, we allow them to see
that they are to join this mission and to spread the Gospel
in response to the Great Commission by Jesus. Joining
the mission movement as a missionary is an empowering
experience for the youth, especially for early teens whom
many think are too young to be missionaries. We have
to remember that as early adolescents, they are never too
young to make many decisions in life that introduce secular
and worldly point of views. Knowing that early adolescents
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go through a major identity crisis suggests that they have Need for Strong and Well-Structured
the ability to think abstractly.
Children’s Ministry Programs for Successful
It must be the duty of parents and spiritual care Youth Ministry
providers to induce many positive choices for the youth,
In light of the five faith development stages which I
especially for early teens, to counter the negative effects previously mentioned, light is shed upon the importance of
from the negative choices they have to consider from the a strong and structured children’s ministry. Having an effisecular world. I have personally witnessed many youth and cient children’s ministry program will contribute to building
young adults giving their lives to the Lord in the process a healthy foundation for youth ministry as children learn
of becoming missionaries for Jesus and even changing the and also form habits that they will continue into their youth.
course of their future plans for Jesus and for His service. There needs to be a children’s ministry program that would
I have seen them become pastors, teachers, doctors, and provide proper spiritual care as they end their childhood
other professionals who are committed to actively engage and enter into adolescence. This is the point where youth
ministry overlaps with children’s ministry. Because youth
in missionary work in their own professions.
Training and empowering youth to become Jesus’ ministry is a continuation of children’s ministry, there must
missionaries often results in seeing them make lifelong be a strong children’s ministry in order to ensure that there
commitments to remain as Christians to serve Him and is a greater chance for the youth ministry to succeed.
I am reminded of one of the most well known verses
others. I have seen many youth give their lives to the Lord
and remain in Him as Christians.
in the Bible which many children
Adolescents often go through
and youth ministry professionals use.
an identity crisis as they try to figure
Proverbs 22:6 says, “Train up a child
“Adolescents often go through
out what is truth in a volatile mix of
in the way he should go: and when
an identity crisis as they try
confusion between the norms which
he is old, he will not depart from it.”7
to
figure
out
what
is
truth
in
According to the biblical footnote in
they have learned and lived in and
a volatile mix of confusion
the New International Version Bible
the new ideas that challenge those
norms. Youth who fail to rediscover
of Proverbs 22:6 the word “train”8
between the norms which
or relearn their Christian identity,
can also mean “start”9 signifying the
they have learned and lived
importance of the first education of
which they usually acquired from
in and the new ideas that
their parents or other adult spiritual
young children. This same verse in a
challenge those norms.”
care providers, seem to show less
different version states, “Direct your
interest in church and Christian livchildren onto the right path, and
ing and often distance themselves
when they are older, they will not
from them. Therefore, it is very important and crucial for leave it.”10 This Bible verse seems to give a clear insight on
the spiritual development of the youth that many positive how we could effectively make certain that “older” children/
choices be available to them so that they may be preoccupied youth remain on the “right path.” The Scripture suggest
with the positive choices rather than the negative choices that we have to minister to our children/youth sooner than
they have to consider.
later before they grow to be “older”. The Bible provides
Therefore, by providing many positive choices and wisdom on how we could effectively retain our children/
mentorship accompanied by a youth ministry presence, youth, most of whom are Millennials, and even the new
youth can be positively influenced to develop their faith uprising generation which is referred to as “generation Z”
and personal Christian experience so that they will be by Strauss and Howe.11
intentional in their own expressions of Christian service.
According to George Barna, “Social scientists have
Empowering them and instilling in them their Christian known for years that the moral foundations of children are
identity and missionary spirit during this time will equip generally determined by the time the individual reaches age
and enable them to face difficult challenges and negative nine…By age nine, most children have their spiritual moorinfluences exerted on them by their peers and the secular ings in place” (Barna, 2003). These statements remind us
culture that are prevalent in youth culture. These involve- of the importance of children’s ministry and why we need
ments allow them to actively express their faith. In the a strong and well-structured children’s ministry in order
process, their faith experience is continually strengthened. to have a strong foundation for youth ministry.
Barna states:
Anyone who wishes to have significant influence on the
development of a person’s moral and spiritual founda121
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tions had better exert that influence while the person
is still open-minded and impressionable—in other
words, while the person is still young. By waiting until
a person is in his or her late adolescent or teenage years,
the nature of influential attempts must be significantly
different, because the spiritual foundation has already
been formed and integrated into the person’s life. At that
stage, spiritual influence requires a more complex process to dislodge what already exists prior to replacing it
with a divergent perspective. Research data and personal
experience inform us that it is far easier to have influence
before the foundations are firm. The older a person gets,
the more difficult it is for him or her to replace existing
moral and spiritual pillars (Barna, 2003).
Ellen G. White also states that, “Too much importance
cannot be placed on the early training of children. The lessons that the child learns during the first seven years of life
have more to do with forming his character than all that it
learns in future years” (White, 1954). We must understand
that the foundation for spiritual growth for children/youth
is laid when they are young. Therefore, to have a successful youth ministry and beyond, there must be a successful
children’s ministry.

A Case Study with Relative Success in Youth
Ministry in the Local Church

When I was assigned to my present church a little
over six years ago in September of 2002, one of the first
things I observed was the fact that the children and youth
ministries were struggling to be effective. I found many of
the older Millennials, who were at that time between the
ages of 19-23 feeling that their needs were not being met.
In other words, the church was failing to provide relevant
ministry for them. There was a lack of programs for these
youth/young adults, and after the challenging first year in
trying to get the older youth/young adults (19-23 years) to
be more involved with the church, I found myself becoming
very frustrated because not everyone was responding to us
the way we would have wanted them to.
As a result, we decided to particularly focus on the
older children between the ages of 8-10 and the early teens
between the ages of 10-14. We thought that if we begin
mentoring them early on, we may have a better chance of
keeping them in the church rather than having to go out
and reclaim them once they became less than enthusiastic
in attending the church regularly. We have started many
programs for the children and youth simply believing that
whatever we do will be better for our children and youth/
young adults than not doing anything.12 We formed CYMAC
(Children & Youth Ministries Advisory Committee) to gather
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all human resources to ensure that there is better cooperation
and coordination between the children’s ministry and youth
ministry personnel. Most importantly, CYMAC became the
think-tank for the church as the church tried to brainstorm
new ideas and solutions to deal with many predicaments, and
I mean many predicaments and challenges we had with the
children’s and youth ministries.
After the first challenging year, we were intentional in
nurturing the children/youth, in particular, those between
the ages of 8 and 14 by providing relevant programs for
them as a case study to see whether we would have a better chance of keeping the Millennials in the church as long
as possible. After five years of intentional nurturing and
mentoring, age-specific and service-oriented programs,
constant presence, and continual relationship building, we
are experiencing some relative success in both children’s
and youth ministries.
The following is a list of the sequential ministries/programs we offered to the children and youth of the church
and also other significant events that took place over the
past 6 years:
First Year of Ministry
September 2002 – December 2002
• Assessment of the church ministries and her financial
state.
• Realized that there was a great need to organize and
restructure the children’s ministries due to a lack of
children’s Sabbath School teachers.
• Assessed that the church was getting older quite literally
since 1951 when the church was officially organized.
• Assessed that the financial state of the church was weak
and began to collect the lamb’s offering after the children’s story time to support the children’s ministries.
Since that decision, there has always been a sufficient
fund to support all the children’s ministries expenses.
• Attempted to reclaim the youth/young adults by organizing youth social events, including church lock-in.
January 2003-August 2003
• Emphasized the importance of “Unity in Diversity”
to the church repeatedly as I observed some tension
between the diverse groups in the church. The church
is multiethnic and multicultural.
• New vision was cast to prioritize church ministries by
the following order: 1. Children’s Ministry; 2. Youth
Ministry; 3. Seniors Ministry; 4. Young Adult Ministry;
followed by other ministries.
• Organized CYMAC (Children and Youth Ministries
Advisory Committee).
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Youth and young adults attended AMiCUS (Adventist
Ministry to College and University Students) weekend
retreat in March. First time the youth and young adults
of the church ever attended such a retreat.
Second Year of Ministry
September 2003-December 2003
• Youth evangelistic series was held to reclaim and
re-energize the inactive/passive youth and young
adults in an attempt to increase spiritual enthusiasm
among them.

January 2004-August 2004
• After the first year, it was assessed that all the efforts to
reach out to inactive/passive older youth/young adults
(19-23) were not working well and decided to focus on
the older children (8-10) and the early teens (10-14) as
a case study to see whether this new approach would
have a better success in retaining them in the church
when they grow older.
• New approach in youth ministry was intentionally,
but subtly, executed as much of the church human
resources were directed to mentoring and nurturing
the older children (8-10) and the early teens (10-14).
• Youth/young adults attended the weekend AMiCUS
retreat for the second time with great participation.
Youth from the two neighboring churches joined the
youth of the church.
• Adventist Youth Society was organized with the name
K-W(a.k.a “DUB”-Disciples United for Benevolence)
with a new AY leader in his early 20s. Previous AY
leader was in her mid-late 30s, mother of 2 children.
• Many creative methods were used in the children’s ministries: KidZone-Children’s Church, PreschoolZone,
Puppet Ministry, purchased large carpet for children
to sit on floor and stools were purchased to make the
children’s church more child-friendly.
• VBS (Vacation Bible School) was conducted for the
first time in many years in spite of some challenges at
the beginning to find the volunteers for the program.
Had good turnout (both children and the volunteers).
• Renewed excitement in children is ministry personnel
as resources were readily available to support any and
every children’s ministry program.
• Many children, especially the older children, started to
really appreciate all the attention they were receiving.
Third Year of Ministry
September 2004-December 2004
• NET 2004 Satellite Program was held at the church but
youth and young adults showed little interest.

•
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More focus was given to mentoring early teens and
older children.
Started Adventurer Club with some success by
enthusiastic participation from the children.
Held joint Christmas Concert between three churches
to help the local Family and Children Services. Many
youth from the three churches participated during the
preparation for the concert and also during the concert.
This caused them to be proud of being Seventh-day
Adventists as local radio station and local TV news
weather man were part of the concert with much community donations.
Encouraged youth to participate in ADRA (Adventist
Development and Relief Agency) ingathering rally to
help them learn more about the various ministries of
the Seventh-day Adventist Church.

January 2005-August 2005
• The AY leader serving his second term doing a much
better job than the first year when he was first elected
to the position. He attended church board meetings
to give youth ministry reports and also brought youth
agendas.
• New Children’s Ministry leader was appointed who is
an elementary school teacher to provide more intentional mentoring and nurturing for all the children.
• The Children’s Sabbath School classes were joined as
one class to properly train teachers and strengthen the
structure of the children’s ministry program. Children’s
Ministries leader trained two other new teachers and
made major progress in being efficient and effective
children’s Sabbath School teachers.
• Church pastor became the chair of CYMAC.
• Adventurer Club was doing relatively well with newly
appointed leader
• VBS was held for the second consecutive year with
more participation from church children and community children with many volunteers who successfully
conducted VBS without much input or assistance from
the church pastor or his wife.
• Pathfinder Club was launched for older children and
early teens with eight members at the start of the club.
Fourth Year of Ministry
September 2005-December 2005
• NET 2005 Series conducted at the church but still
unable to attract youth and young adults.
• Beginning to see major development and improvement
in children’s ministry programs causing the children’s
general behavior to become more reverent and respect123
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ful in the church. Noticed major change in some of
the children who used to be known as troublemakers.
Children’s Sabbath School divisions now have wellstructured and well-organized programs for Beginners,
Kindergarten, Primary and Junior classes, contributing
to the visible spiritual growth of the children. Successful
local children’s ministry allowed the church to be known
to visitors and members of neighboring churches.
Many young couples with children started to attend
the church, and the number of children was growing
rapidly as the church congregation witnessed more
and more children present and at the front during the
children’s story time.
Presence of many children excited the church members, making the church feel younger and full of energy
and vitality, seeing children everywhere.

January 2006-August 2006
• Eight youth days were scheduled where the youth/
young adults participated in all the parts of the worship service. At the end of the year, nine youth days
were held with great participation of the local youth
and youth from neighboring churches. Many speakers
were invited to address many youth relevant topics such
as: Christian dating, Christian relationships, Christian
lifestyle issues, young adult spirituality, etc. Those
speakers and their presentations were well received
and appreciated by the church members especially the
youth/young adults.
• Church pastor continued to chair the CYMAC.
• Great communication between the church board
and the CYMAC readily providing all the resources
necessary, including monetary funds, for successful
children’s and youth ministries.
• Reports were given monthly from all the leaders of
children and youth ministries, including Pathfinders,
Adventurers, and AY Society.
• Another successful VBS was held by one of the two
trained children’s Sabbath School division teachers.
More participation from the church members.
• Children’s evangelistic series was held for the first time
for the children, especially for the older children, using
the materials from the “Truth 4 Youth” child-friendly
PowerPoint presentations designed to teach Adventist
beliefs to children. Church pastor was the one who
conducted the series, building relationships with the
children as they received spiritual care by their own
church pastor. In spite of a few challenges, the end
result was an excellent one, as most of the children
pledged to be baptized at the end of the series.
124

•
•

•
•

•

Pathfinder Club going through some challenges due
to some older Pathfinders dropping out.
New AY leader was appointed who was 23 years old
and served two years previously as the AY associate
leader. She was one of the two teachers initially trained
by the Children’s Ministry Leader and now teaches
the Kindergarten class as the main teacher. She was
intentionally mentored.
Beginning to see more and more youth coming to the
church from the two universities in the twin city where
the church is located.
Started to fully utilize the internet and cyberspace
by setting up church emailing system for members,
youth, church board, elders, etc. and also using a new
church website.
Successful children’s ministry programs are attracting
many more young couples with young children.

Fifth Year of Ministry
September 2006-December 2006
• Youth ministry is doing relatively well and the youth
day Sabbaths starting to attract many other youth/
young adults from other churches.
• New dynamics are developing because some new
youth/young adults coming into the church have very
strong wills and initiatives.
• Started Friday night youth vespers meeting using more
interactive Bible study and small group discussions.
Did not work too well.
January 2007-August 2007
• Youth days excited a lot of youth, but music was a major
issue on one occasion when the church had to take an
action to make a statement against the music that was
played during the youth day divine/worship service
which offended a lot of people including some youth.
Unfortunately, the one youth/young adult who created
much concern for the church was not a member of the
church but a new attendee who was refusing to follow
the instructions of the church leadership, in the process offending many members. His refusal to respect
the recommendations of the church leadership/board
but continuing to influence other youth/young adults
with his strong views created major challenges for the
church as the church observed a couple of young adults
distrusting and disproving the decisions of the church
leadership/board.
• A couple of youth/young adults influenced a handful
of other youth/young adults creating divisions between
the youth/young adults for those who were supporting
the decision of the church board and the other
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group which was criticizing the church leadership
because of her decision. Among the displeased youth/
young adults are those who have not been attending
the church regularly who didn’t get a chance to be
mentored. However, all the AY Society leadership
supported the decision of the church leadership/board
and sought guidance and counsel from the church
pastor resulting in stronger bond between the youth
leaders and the church pastor.
As a result of this conflict, a handful of youth/young
adults became less frequent church-goers. However,
now, most of them except one have returned, and the
church is looking for a way to accommodate their
spiritual needs once again.
Missionary spirit vision was cast, and a mission trip
plan was set by the church pastor and youth, especially
the early teens, who were excited to participate in
missionary work.
Many youth, including a handful of early teens (13+)
who have been mentored for the past three or four
years join the missionary training along with other
teens and three other young adults in their 20s. They
spent three full days in missionary training, learning
Adventist beliefs and acquiring skills to conduct a VBS
in the mission field.
Missionary candidates joined with other VBS volunteers
and conducted another successful VBS program.
Missionaries who have been trained during the
missionary training sessions and also during the
entire week of the VBS program went to Six Nations,
aboriginal people’s reservation, as ROMM (Reach Out
Missionary Movement) missionaries. First youth missionaries sent by the church.
Youth missionaries went through a week-long lifechanging experience with: morning and evening
devotional worship; conducting a VBS program in
different stations, participating in service projects in
the mission field, and witnessing how children change
before their eyes.
At the end of the mission trip, six youth, between the
ages of 13-17, who had been mentored for the past three
or four years, got baptized at the end of their mission
trip. The church experienced a major synergy effect as
the youth missionaries shared their missionary experience with the entire church. Church was successful
in creating a positive peer influence that motivated
others to volunteer to go as youth missionaries the
following year.
Children’s evangelistic series, “Truth 4 Youth” was held
for the second time by the church pastor continuing to
strengthen the relational bond between the pastor and
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children. Children once again pledge to be baptized
at the end of the series. Many parents appreciated the
series because they observed major changes in their
children’s behavior.
Even many older children pledged to be baptized;
however, their baptism is delayed as they are continuing
to be mentored and nurtured. This is to ensure that the
children do not get baptized out of impulse but rather
as a result of their long-term conviction.
Children’s ministries going very well with full blown
children’s ministry programs, also participating in the
adult Sabbath School programs frequently.
Children’s choir established, and the choir and the
K-W Adventist Junior Choir performed their major
concert at the end of the year making all the children
very proud of their accomplishments.
Many of the children who were mentored for the past
four or five years who are now older and some early
teens joined the Pathfinders Club, thereby exciting
the instructors. The Pathfinders Club had their first
investiture and induction service with over twenty
Pathfinders and five instructors.

Sixth Year of Ministry
September 2007-December 2007
• Started AMiCUS campus ministry chapter at University of Waterloo naming the club, “The Blue Rock
Christian Fellowship.” Met regularly every Friday
afternoon at the university campus student center
with non-Adventist students attending time to time.
• All the youth missionaries and some other youth, about
fifteen of them, attending the midweek Wednesday
Bible studies and prayer meetings, regularly studying
the Book of Genesis learning about Abraham, Isaac,
Jacob, and Joseph and their faith experiences.
• Youth days continue to be dynamic, especially when
the youth missionaries share their mission experiences.
The youth missionaries continue to be a positive
influence/example to other youth, especially those
who are younger.
• The youth missionaries are creating a new culture by
motivating the young people that being a missionary
is a “cool thing” and it is a privilege as youth of the
church. A new tradition for the youth of the church
is being established as the youth want to be part of the
ROMM missionaries.
• Instilling in the youth the missionary spirit is giving
positive motivation to the youth as they build their
Christian identity.
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ROMM missionaries’ motto: “Whom do we believe?
Jesus! I am a missionary! The LORD calls me! I can
do it! Yes, we can!”
• Full-blown youth ministry with two associate leaders
and many youth AY Society officers. More and more
youth are getting involved and youth are organizing
among themselves the events and activities under
pastoral guidance.
January 2008-August 2008
• First of two years of evangelism emphasis years.
• The church is continuing to grow, and more new
non-Adventists are visiting the church and even some
non-Adventist youth among whom one was baptized,
and the other is awaiting baptism.
• Children’s Sabbath School classes/divisions getting full,
possibly need additional class for the Primary division.
• Good communication with parents making the children’s ministry work more efficient because of parental
support.
• AY Society leader who was appointed for the year
2006 served two full terms (two years) and was asked
to serve another two years (2008 & 2009). She has
been mentored, and she is now mentoring many other
youth along with four additional associate and assistant
K-W(DUB) AY Society leaders.
• Youth missionaries trained for the second year with
new missionary candidates excited to go to the mission
field. A couple of youth join to go as youth missionaries who were known as “mischievous” youth but came
back from the mission trip as changed youth.
• Second successful mission trip to Six Nations with new
teens as ROMM youth missionaries. Youth missionaries painted the local Adventist church at the mission
field, conducted VBS for the children, visited another
Adventist church for Sabbath mission presentation,
and came back fired up and more dedicated to God’s
service with a burning “missionary spirit.”
• Youth missionaries conducted another successful VBS
at their local church with little assistance from adults.
This was the first VBS the youth ever sponsored.
• Third children’s evangelistic series was held when all the
children once again pledged to be baptized one day and
they are continuously being mentored and nurtured
with specific intent to instill in them Christian identity
by building good habits.
September 2008-Present/November 2008
• Church evangelistic series with the most attendees ever,
and many decided to be baptized. Many youth and
young adults came out to support the series.
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Pathfinder Club is stronger than ever with twenty-five
members with seven instructors. It is the largest in
the region, winning awards, and making the children
proud of their achievements.
Children’s K-W Adventist Junior Choir going strong,
meeting regularly to prepare for the second year-end
concert.
Youth vespers meeting every Friday night in addition
to midweek Wednesday Bible studies and prayer meeting. Youth Friday night vespers meeting called “Friday
Night Live” where the youth discuss challenges they
face in their culture and other issues and topics that
are relevant to them.
Youth leaders who are organizing the “Friday Night
Live” youth vespers services, which were mainly
attended by the older teens and up, decided to have
one new Friday night youth vespers meeting per
month for the early teens (10-14) and call it “Friday
Night Lead” (led by youth to lead early teens as they
are being reminded of how they were led as early teens
for the past four or five years). They also decided to
have another youth/young adult Friday night vespers
service per month for the older youth/young adults
(college/university students and up) for the specific
purpose of them being mentored by the church pastor. They decided to call the other Friday night youth
vesper services “Friday Night Light” as they continue to
address and discuss current youth issues and concerns
as they learn to be “The light of the world.”
Youth/young adults planned the entire youth evangelistic series.
Youth evangelistic series is scheduled for November
and the speaker, former conference youth director, is
to come as the main speaker.
Youth leaders are reaching out to other youth/young
adults as they are building dynamic youth programs
and synergy effect among the youth/young adults.
Youth/young adults are playing a major role in the
church, participating in many church events and
activities.

Children’s and Youth Ministry Programs and Other
Notables Launched for the Past Six Years
1. K-W AY Society organized and remains in operation
for the past four years.
2. CYMAC organized and remains in operation for the
past five years.
3. Adventurer Club organized and remains in operation
on and off for the past five years.
4. Pathfinder Club organized and remains in operation
for the past four years.

Ministering with Millennials

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

VBS for the past 5 years.
Children’s evangelistic series held three times in the
past three years.
Children’s Sabbath School reorganization, restructuring, and teachers’ training done in the year 2005.
All together, more than fifty members have volunteered
for VBS at least once in the past five years, some volunteering more than three times.
Two short-term mission trips by ROMM youth missionaries
Two youth evangelistic series.
Two children’s ministry Sabbaths when children
preached and sponsored all parts of the worship
service.
Adventist Junior choir organized and in operation for
the past two years.
Regular youth mid-week Bible study.
Friday Night Live, now called Friday Night Lead, Friday
Night Light, and Friday Night Live(verb), youth vespers
service by the youth for the youth, discussing relevant
youth cultural issues and topics.
Regular youth involvement in local community
services.
Blue Rock Christian Fellowship Campus Ministry at
University of Waterloo.
Eight or nine youth days (Sabbaths) held per year for
the past three years.
Children’s service projects in the church.
Youth leaders receiving mentorship by the church
pastor.
Youth participated in the regional camp meetings as
presenters.

Conclusion and Reflection

In looking back, since 2002, the local church membership grew from 186 to 270, over 45%. Since then, the
retention rate for older youth (20+) is between 70-80%.
The retention rate for youth below 20 is close to 90%. The
retention rate for the entire group of youth (some are older
youth over 20 years old) who were intentionally mentored
for more than three years is 100%. Over six years of ministry in the church has convinced me beyond doubt of the
importance and the power of intentional mentorship.
As I look back a little over six years ago when I first
came to this church, my first impression of the church was
how old the church appeared to be with about a dozen
children and about a dozen youth. The members all agreed
and supported the idea that we needed a stronger children’s
ministries and youth ministry. We did not have any special
know-how or expert knowledge. All we knew was that we
had to do something soon before we lost our children to the

world. We had to do something, and so we tried everything
to see what worked and what did not work. We worked
together with one common goal, which was to revive the
children’s and youth ministries.
Six years passed by so quickly; we did not even have an
opportunity to look back and analyze what we had done as
a church. Only now I do have a chance to look back and
realize how many children’s and youth ministry programs
we offered. We were intentional about doing everything
we could for the spiritual growth of our children whom
we believed God had entrusted to us as His special gifts.
Ellen G. White wrote that, “Parents are to look upon their
children as entrusted to them of God to be educated for
the family above” (White, 1954). She continues to say that,
“The training of children constitutes an important part of
God’s plan for demonstrating the power of Christianity”
(White, 1954).
Proverbs 22:6 reads, “Train up a child in the way he
should go, And when he is old he will not depart from
it.”13 I believe we have failed to be effective in reaching
out to Millennials because we may have failed to fully
put into practice what the Bible teaches us to do. God’s
Word clearly instructs us that we are to “train up a child.”
Ministries that we offer for our children and youth must
be continuous and progressive, without any interruptions.
We care for them when they are in the children’s ministry,
but when they graduate from it, we often take some time
before we introduce them to youth ministry. At this point,
youth ministry becomes more of an attempt to entertain
the youth in trying to attract their attention and presence,
rather than nurturing a growing spiritual life of faith with
their personal Savior, Jesus.
For us to be successful in retaining our youth, we must
provide a kind of ministry that grows along with them,
allowing their Christian experience to develop, strengthen,
and mature as they go through major transitory periods in
their lives. Instead of our children and youth ministries
becoming event-oriented, tailored to impress, attract, and
entertain, they should rather be vision-oriented, with
opportunities for the children to discover their own faith,
separate from their parents. They should be filled with
opportunities to discover their own Christian beliefs and
experiences as they test and discover what truth really
means to them and as they begin to develop their own
spiritual journey with Jesus by learning to serve others as
He did. Millennials need children and youth ministry professionals along with their parents who will mentor them,
“be there” with them, and guide them in this journey.
In closing, I quote Ellen G. White, “We need to make
the education of our children a business, for their salvation depends largely upon the education given them in
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childhood” (White, 1954). As stated in my title, “Youth
Ministry – It Begins Sooner Than You Think!” we must
be reminded that the sooner we minister to our children,
the better chance they have in developing their own faith
and Christianity. Youth ministry is not simply a set of
programs or events, cool music or great socials, that are
geared towards a specific age group from this age to that,
but rather, it is a ministry that begins before children even
reach early adolescence. It is a vision, instilled in the hearts
of young children, that grows and develops as they mature,
a faith that may be simple at first, but one which is strengthened as it is tested, and a love for Jesus that leads them to
serve others with a selflessness that reflects the character
of Christ. Let us not allow our children, youth, or young
adults to fall through the cracks. “The work of education
and training should commence with the babyhood of the
child; for then the mind is the most impressible, and the
lessons given are remembered” (White, 1954).
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Abstract

Valuegenesis has been a tremendous tool that has given the Seventh-day Adventist church valuable information about youth and young adults. It represents a fair cross-section culturally and ethnically of our
young people. However, the sample is of 16,000 respondents of Seventh-day Adventist Youth in Seventh-day
Adventist schools throughout the North American Division during the 2000 school year (Gillespie, 2004).
The majority of the expenses are borne by local parents and churches (Gillespie, 2004). Sixty percent of
the students said there was a youth pastor at their home church (Gillespie, 2004). Monte Sahlin’s work in
Adventist Congregations Today, says most Adventist churches are quite small. Worship attendance on a
typical Sabbath is 75 or less. Only 17% have an attendance of more than 200 on a typical Sabbath. This
means that the Valuegenesis sample represents a small slice of our youth who come from middle or uppermiddle income families, attend churches that are larger than the average church, and have a church school
and a youth pastor. It also means that the analysis of their faith development is somewhat skewed. Unlike
most homes, they receive Biblical training from their parents, a pastor each week, a youth pastor, and a
Bible teacher in their school. The 16,000 young people who attend Adventist schools represent one-third
of all the youth and young adults in the Seventh-day Adventist church. I would contend that Valuegenesis
does not sample the average typical young person in the Seventh-day Adventist church.

This letter sent to Ron Whitehead better
represents the typical Seventh-day Adventist
youth.
“Hello Pastor Ron,

I

have read the article ‘Exciting Times, Challenging
Times’ about youth in the Lake Union. I know your
goal was to inspire people and to tell everyone about
the exciting things happening in this particular area,
and it was a very nice article. The opposite, however, has
happened for me. It has in fact sparked a little jealousy (I
guess that’s what I am feeling, maybe I just feel left out)
within me. I don’t want to sound mean or anything, I just
wanted to tell you that there are more young people out
there than just in the Lake Union. I am 17 years old and
live in Northern Illinois. My local Seventh-day Adventist
church (which I am a baptized member of) here seems
spiritually dead and I, being a youth, have absolutely no
way of doing anything for my church. My church has been
run by the same five people since before I was born, and we

have been through many pastors. For months we have gone
without a real pastor, and despite many noble efforts by a
few people, my church is dead. I am really the only youth
in my church. There are a few others, but they don’t seem
to care much for the church anyways. A few months back, if
you would have been talking to me, you would have talked
to someone who wanted to help the church and had a very
deep love for Jesus and tried to make everyone happy. But,
time after time people have brought me down (not in the
church but in my school and more importantly, my own
family have taken the bystander approach to their walk
with Jesus). I have nobody to talk to about my faith and I
have nowhere to turn. My parents have a “sit back and let
everyone else do the work” approach to their belief, and I am
stuck between this rock and a hard place. I tried to do a one
man mission, all alone, but it didn’t work. Now I feel dead
and bitter inside. I guess this is what other’s unbelief does
to me. It just seems like everywhere else these movements
into closer relationships with Jesus are happening, but here,
it seems we are going in reverse. But alas, I know you are
just one man (probably a very nice and understanding one
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at that) and can’t help everyone. So, go ahead and ignore
me like everyone else in my life has. Sorry to waste your
time. I guess I will just sit back and waste my life on earthly
things rather than doing Jesus’ work.”
My paper speaks to this young person who I would
argue is more typical than the youth sampled by Valuegenesis and, at the every least, is not represented by it. For that
young man, who is not in one of our schools, does not have
a youth pastor, much less a senior pastor, and attends the
typical Adventist church, where are all the youth leaders?
I recently completed
reading an article by the
President of the General
“We are no longer winning
Conference who reflected
anyone, and that trend is
on his years of “Let’s Talk,”
reflective into our ability
dialogues held around
to retain youth and young
the world with youth and
adult members.”
young adults. Two of the
sessions were held on our
campus. While I appreciated the forethought of Elder Paulsen, I was somewhat
disappointed by the lack of initiatives or substantive suggestions that came out of these talks. With the staggering
statistics of young adult dropouts, it seems a bit hollow to
arrive at just three or four observations from those conversations. Thom and Sam Rainer, in their latest book, Essential
Church? report, “More than two-thirds of young adults in
America dropout of church between the ages of eighteen
and twenty-two” (Rainer, 2008). Their recent studies show
that 70 percent leave the church (Rainer, 2008). How do
we explain such a level of loss of youth and young adults
from Christian churches around North America? What are
Christian’s no longer doing that they once did? How do we
forge a new paradigm for the future?

Should We Really Be Surprised?

The church in North America is in decline. The Rainers write, “Most churches are dwindling…Even in some of
the more relatively healthy denominations, conversions to
Christianity have stagnated” (Rainer, 2008). In the Seventhday Adventist Church, 80 to 85 percent of churches have
either plateaued or are declining (Burrill, 2004). No wonder
we are losing young adults at such alarming rates. We are
no longer winning anyone, and that trend is reflective into
our ability to retain youth and young adult members.

Have Young Adults Changed?

There seems to be a growing sentiment among those
who examine young adult trends, that the millennial generation has changed from previous generations of the same
age group. Columnist David Brooks, in a New York Times
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editorial titled, “The Odyssey Years,” writes of a seeming
developmental change among today’s twenty-somethings.
20-somethings go to school and take breaks from school.
They live with friends and they live at home. They fall in
and out of love. They try one career and then they try
another. Their parents…understand that there’s bound
to be a transition phase between student life and adult
life. But when they look at their own grown children,
they see the transition stretching five years, seven and
beyond (Brooks, 2007).
Social scientists are trying to understand this new
developmental characteristic that can best be described as
a wandering delay. Hence his descriptive title The Odyssey
Years, so named after the seven-year wanderings of Homer
after the Trojan wars. Brooks quotes two prominent sociologists who describe it like this:
Young people grow up in tightly structured childhoods…
but then graduate into a world characterized by uncertainty, diversity, searching and tinkering. Old success
recipes don’t apply, new norms have not been established
and everything seems to give way to a less permanent
version of itself. Dating gives way to Facebook and
hooking up. Marriage gives way to cohabitation. Church
attendance gives way to spiritual longing. Newspaper
reading gives way to blogging…The job market is fluid.
Graduating seniors don’t find corporations offering them
jobs that will guide them all the way to retirement…The
odyssey years are not about slacking off. There are intense
competitive pressures as a result of the vast numbers of
people chasing relatively few opportunities. Moreover,
surveys show that people living through these years have
highly traditional aspirations (they rate parenthood more
highly than their own parents did) even as they lead
improvising lives (Brooks, 2007).
Brooks concludes by saying, “…what we are seeing is the
creation of a new life phase…in which some social institutions flourish—knitting circles, Teach America—while others—churches, political parties—have trouble establishing
ties” (Brooks, 2007).
William Galston, senior fellow at the Brookings Institution identifies seven different characteristics of this generation’s 25 year olds.
1. Unmarried (no committed relationship)
2. Tiny fraction have military service
3. Between episodic education and temporary jobs
4. Between living alone and living with their parents
5. Live outside institutions and are without institutional
structure
6. Living without a script (making up life as they go)
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7.

Despite their age, they’re not sure if they are adults
(Galston, 2007).
So, as we contemplate the current changes that are
taking place generationally and developmentally among
twenty-something’s today, we ask the question, How does
this impact our approach to addressing the churches dropout rate among young adults today?

Looking Back

As I think about my own teen and young adult days,
I can say that my home church did a good job of assisting
my parents during those developmental years. Growing
up in the church, I can identify a forest of adults who
gave me shelter, shade, and support. I vividly remember
the dynamic youth ministry and Pathfinder leaders who
were dedicated to the youth and young adults of our
church. I grew up singing in a Youth Choir that taught
me the value of using my gifts and abilities to God’s glory
and honor. Every Sabbath afternoon we had Missionary
Volunteer meeting (MV). Every year we went out in the
community and participated in the church’s “Ingathering
campaign.” Every year my church held an evangelistic
series to win people to Christ. Our local church had a
quarterly “doorbell operation program,” where we rang
all the doorbells in our community and passed out tracts
and other literature.
The Conference Youth department also did a tremendous job in creating an atmosphere for my spiritual
development and maturity. They sponsored oratorical
contests, camporees, youth federations, youth congresses,
Bible bowls, voice of youth crusades, summer camps,
vibrant athletic leagues of Olympics, basketball, softball,
volleyball. Our local church had a school where I spent
the first eight years of my education before high school.
I can say with a degree of confidence that I would not
be where I am today without the dedicated leadership of
adults in the local church who poured themselves into
my life. Their mentoring and modeling of ministry and
service impacted my life and augmented the loving home
and example of my parents. Simply put, my formative years
of development can be attributed to a cooperative effort
between home, church, school and conference. Can we
say however that we find a similar scenario in the average
local church today?

Charity Begins at Home

The backbone of any vibrant youth ministry is the
home, with engaged, attentive, loving parents. One of the
miscalculations we have made as youth professionals is
allowing parents to abdicate their primary responsibility
in the process of raising and rearing their children through

the stages and transitions of life. Luke 2:52 tells us how
Jesus was reared. It says, “He increased in wisdom and
stature, in favor with God and man.” The primary place of
Christ’s rearing was His home and the primary person was
His mother. Desire of Ages says, “The child Jesus did not
receive instruction in the synagogue schools. His mother
was His first human teacher. From her lips and from the
scrolls of the prophets, He learned of heavenly things…As
He advanced from childhood to youth, He did not seek the
schools of the rabbis…for God was His instructor” (White,
1898). We have done great harm to families and young
people, by serving as substitute parents. Youth ministry,
properly conceived, is not a substitute for the home but a
support. Youth ministries should complement, not compete
with the parents of the children and youth we minister to.
Rick Lawrence writes, “Nothing has more power to influence a teenager’s life—for good or ill—than home and
family. Every youth ministry hour spent equipping parents
to nurture faith in their teenagers is like giving money to
public television: your gift is almost always doubled by a
matching grant. Parents will always out-influence even a
great youth leader, so it makes sense to invest where you’ll
get the best return” (De Vries, 2004).
For too long youth professionals have been expected
to “save” young people, and when it has not happened,
their parents have blamed the church for failing them.
This is a mistake. Jay Kesler reminds us, “While you wait
for your teenagers to grow up, you can take comfort in
the fact that by the time
young people reach their
“The backbone of any
mid-twenties, their lines
are almost always idenvibrant youth ministry is
tical to the lines their
the home, with engaged,
parents drew” (De Vries,
attentive, loving parents. ”
2004). This means that
in order to successfully
close the back door that
has swung so wide in many of our churches, we must challenge parents to assume the primary responsibility God
has given them in preparing their children for the kingdom. No one has greater influence in the lives of young
people than their parents. A USA Weekend survey of more
than 250,000 teenagers indicated that 70 percent of them
identified their parents as the most important influence in
their lives. Comparatively 21 percent of them rated peers
the same way (Teens and Self Image, 1998). A survey of
1,115 teenagers done by the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse (CASA) revealed a clear link
between certain types of parental behaviors and children
who are likely to be free of chemical dependency. They
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list five parental behaviors that impact teens positively for
abstinence from drugs:
1. They are engaged in their teens’ lives, including helping with homework or attending teen’s extracurricular
activities
2. They have at least five sit-down meals together weekly
3. They attend religious services together with their teens
4. They set curfews
5. They see drug use as dangerous and morally wrong
(Teens and Self Image, 1998).
We must re-awaken the sleeping giants who are the
greatest allies in our quest to close the back door to our
churches across the globe…parents.
It is significant to note that one of the main criteria
Paul presents in determining fitness to become leaders
(bishop or deacon) in the church is how they manage their
family and children. As Paul says, “If anyone does not know
how to manage his own family, how can he take care of
the church?” (1 Timothy 3:1-12, NIV). As the saying goes,
“Charity begins at home.”

Re-energizing the local Church

It has become apparent from personal observation
and investigation that the average local church has left the
business of youth ministry to others. While the problem
seems greatest among Anglo churches, none-the-less in
North America, the chasm of empty churches on Sabbath
afternoons during the Adventist Youth hour is growing. A
comparative study of four conferences in the Lake Union
reveals the absence of Youth and Pathfinder leaders among
the officer lists of many churches.1
Of the 442 combined churches in the four conferences,
only 158 have AY leaders, and only 118 have Pathfinder
leaders. There are more Communication Secretaries in
the four conferences, 284, than AY & Pathfinder Leaders
combined, 276. These statistics reveal the lost emphasis of
youth ministry in the local church.2
Many churches have invested heavily in education and
have by extension, seen this investment as a substitute for
youth ministry in the local church. While we encourage
and applaud the support of Christian education, we should
never allow it to replace youth ministry in the local church.
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Such a concept would relegate youth ministry to economic
feasibility. Those youth whose families can afford Christian
education would be its exclusive recipients.
There is no substitute for the role the local church plays
in the life of its members. In order for us to successfully
close the back door to our churches; families will need the
help of the “Extended Christian Family.” This is especially
true for single-parent households that are deficient in family
and financial resources. The local church is that extended
family. De Vries writes, “Teenagers…need adults who can
help provide a consistent, lifelong structure of Christian
maturity. Apart from the family…the church may be the
only lifelong nurturing structure left. Only the church and
the family can provide Christian nurture from birth to old
age—even death” (De Vries, 2004). The consistent involvement of the local church and the impact that committed
adult members have on the lives of young adults has a way
of binding them to the church. “When a student makes it to
mature adulthood, he or she can almost always point to…at
least one available, durable, non-exploitive Christian adult
who modeled for them what being an adult Christian was
all about” (De Vries, 2004).
Sometimes churches make the mistake of leaving
the responsibility of youth ministry exclusively to trained
professionals (youth pastor, academy chaplain, Bible
teacher, etc.). While these professionals may be skilled and
competent, they may not be able to transfer the connection
youth make with them to their local church. Ben Patterson
warns, “It is a sad fact of life that often the stronger the youth
program in the church…the weaker the chances are that
those same young people will remain in the church when
they grow too old for the youth program. Why? Because the
youth program has become a substitute for participation
in the church…When kids outgrow the youth program,
they also outgrow what they have known of the church”
(Patterson, 1984). To this point De Vries says, “Wherever
a mature Christian adult is found, chances are that a strong
connection to an extended Christian family (the local
church) will be found as well…This kind of growth happens
not because of the charisma of a youth leader…but because
of a web of connections to an extended Christian family
that offers a different set of faith values” (De Vries, 2004).

Conference-year

Churches/companies

Youth %

Pathfinder%

Com. Sec.%

%

Indiana-2008
Wisconsin-2008
Michigan-20082
Lake Region-20083

69/7=76
68/5=73
162/23=185
108

26-26%
34-46%
0
98-91%

0
17-23%
54-29%
47-44%

74-97%
45-62%
89-48%
76-70%

34
70
78
134

Total

442

158-36%

118-27%

284-64%

62%
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We can no longer expect to successfully close the back door
of the church, without the church.

The Role of the Youth Professional

It is clear that the foundation for youth ministry must
begin with the home (family) and then the local church
(extended family). If this is true, what role does the youth
ministry professional play? The youth ministry profession
must complement the home and the church. We must see
the value of equipping families and churches to fulfill the
responsibility God has given them. Mark Senter writes, “The
youth ministries which will have the greatest impact in the
coming revolution will be those which successfully recruit
and equip lay people to bear the primary responsibility
for reaching the current generation of junior and senior
high school students” (De Vries, 2004). Youth professionals must make the effort to invest in parents and adults in
local churches. “Traditionally, we youth ministers have
viewed parents as an interruption, as obstacles to success
in ministry…But doing youth ministry without parents is
like driving a car without the engine. From the top of the
hill, this kind of car can coast at high speeds. But only for
a while. Eventually it will stop. Without an engine, it has
no lasting power” (De Vries, 2004). Have we been doing
youth ministry at the top of the hill? Have we been pushing a car all these years without the engine of parents and
local churches? The time has come for us to re-examine
our approach to youth ministry.
If we are honest, the only way we can effectively
minister to all our youth and young adults is through the
family and local church. Conferences cannot afford to
assign youth pastors to every church, nor can conference,
union and division youth directors minister to a division
membership of one million plus in North America. It is of
necessity that we change our trajectory and focus on the
local church as the primary delivery system of youth and
young adult ministry.
So where do we go from here, and what must we do?
Let me suggest seven initiatives that we will need in order to
reverse the dropout rate among young adults in our church.

Regaining an Evangelistic Fervor

Saving churches are growing churches. It is significant
that the only message Jesus gave to His followers before
He left this earth was the “Great Commission,” to make
disciples of the entire world (Matthew 28:18-20). This
commission transcends all cultural, class, gender, and generational challenges that we will face on this earth. In a real
sense, disciple making is a cure-all for every ill that infects
the church. Ellen White gives this counsel: “The best help
that ministers can give the members of our churches is not

sermonizing, but planning work for them. Give each one
something to do for others ... if set to work, the despondent
will soon forget their despondency, the weak will become
strong, the ignorant intelligent, and all will be prepared to
present the truth as it is in Jesus” (White, 1948, emphasis
added) Churches that are energized to fulfill the gospel
commission are more prone to be engaged in reclaiming
dropouts. Growth breathes life and health into the church.
Though evangelism has become a foreign concept in
some circles, we cannot escape two realities. First, soul winning is not an option, but a command from Jesus Christ.
Second, soul winning changes the culture of the local
church. The Rainers write, “Every church we have studied
that is effectively reaching and retaining young adults is
highly intentional about evangelism. No exceptions. Period”
(Rainer, 2008). It is no accident that the today’s Adventist
Youth Society meeting was originally called Missionary
Volunteers. Fulfilling the gospel commission has always
been apart of the Adventist DNA. If we are to reclaim our
lost young adults, we must recover our evangelistic fervor.

Reconnecting the Family

One of the by-products of the me-generation in America
has been the loss of the family. Americans have sacrificed
home for the pursuits of fame, fortune and finance. Dennis
Rainey writes, “Statistically, no other parents in the industrialized world spend less time with their children than American
fathers and mothers. According to the Wall Street Journal,
American parents spend, on average, ‘less than 15 minutes
a week in serious discussion with their children’” (De Vries,
2004). Rick Lawrence says, “If America were a parent, it
could be prosecuted for child abuse...while three-quarters of
third-graders’ parents claim high or medium involvement
in their kid’s lives, only about half of eighth-graders’ parents
do” (De Vries, 2004). When their children are young doting
parents give their toddlers all the attention they can handle,
until, puberty sets in. From that point on, parents begin to
take less and less of an interest, as their children go through
the most challenging developmental change of their lives.
We cannot afford to allow parents to become disinterested
bystanders as their children advance into their teen and
early adult years. The home must play a primary role in this
important stage of life.
The reality is, no matter how far they may stray, as
adults, children become like their parents. “Young people
may pull away from their parents’ influence during their
teenage years, but as a general rule, as adults, they return to
the tracks their parents laid” (De Vries, 2004). The persons
most responsible for the path young adults take are their
parents. It behooves us to challenge parents to pick up the
mantel of molding, modeling and mentoring they have been
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given in raising their children. Why is this so important?
Young people need to see authentic models of Christian
behavior and grace in the home. “In the crucible of the
family, pious masks evaporate before the fire of human
frailty. In our families, our grand theologies boil down to
how we live amid the frustrations of our most intimate
relationships. Parents do not need to give lectures...in order
for those children to learn what their parents believe...
And those children almost always catch the beliefs of their
parents” (De Vries, 2004).
Jonathan Edwards more
than two hundred years
“While the youth
ago said, “Every Chrisprofessional has an
tian family ought to be
important place and a vital
as it were a little church
role, they should not replace
consecrated to Christ, and
wholly influenced and
the role of the local church.”
governed by his rule...If
these fail, all other means
are likely to prove ineffectual. If these are duly maintained,
all the means of grace will be likely to prosper and be successful” (De Vries, 2004). So we must engage parents in
the reclamation process. And the good news is, if they are
faithful in this task, when their children become adults
they will not flounder but flourish. “Like a rubber band,
young people may stretch away from their parent’s faith
during their teenage years. But when they become adults,
they ordinarily return to the core values of their parents”
(De Vries, 2004). The Bible say, “Train up a child in the way
that he should go and when he is old, he will not depart
from it” (Proverbs 22:6). We must reconnect the family.

Re-awaken the Church

There is a growing trend among local churches to
abdicate the responsibility of youth ministry to someone
else. More churches have left the responsibility of Youth
Ministry to youth pastors, task force workers, or some
other paid professional. This is a grave mistake. While youth
professionals have an important place and a vital role, they
should not replace the role of the local church. Researchers
at UC San Francisco determined that the young people who
are resilient despite home deficits (single parents, abuse,
divorce, etc.), have one constant among them.
They all experienced the non-exploitive interest, care
and support of at least one adult during their childhood years—a parent or grandparent, uncle or aunt,
older brother or sister, coach or teacher, pastor or youth
leader—an adult with no hidden agenda or exploitive
design on the youngster (Palmer, 1992).
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Youth professionals must see the value of local parents,
grandparents, uncles, aunts, brothers and train them to
become youth leaders for the local church. Every Pathfinder
investiture, every camporee, every youth federation, every
youth congress, every opportunity where we are in contact
with the laity, we should be training committed church
volunteers to become Pathfinder and youth leaders for their
churches. It is inexcusable for conference youth directors to
only have summer camps to serve their conferences. Every
youth director should be holding quarterly trainings around
their conference, building a network and training our laity
for youth ministry. Ellen White gives this challenge to us,
“Let ministers teach church members that in order to grow
in spirituality, they MUST carry the burden of leading souls
into the truth” (White, 1925, emphasis added). Engaged,
involved members are important, not only to the progress
of ministry collectively but spiritual growth individually.
“Those who would be overcomers must be drawn out of
themselves and the only thing that will accomplish this great
work is to become intensely interested in the salvation of
others” (White, 1923, emphasis added).
Along with conference, union and division youth directors, each college and university in the North American
division should sponsor at least one “Youth Fair,” on their
campus for the churches of their union. We should encourage churches that do not have the personnel and adults to
start Pathfinders to join a club that does. The same should be
true with AYS. If there are not enough adults to lead youth
ministry, connect with an AYS that does. Membership in
Pathfinders and AY does not necessitate transferring church
membership. Every church that does not have a youth
leader or youth council should be encouraged to make the
church board the youth council. Every month of necessity,
the church board should be studying how they can improve
their ministry to youth. We have too many resources as a
church to be lagging behind in youth ministry. There is no
excuse for an empty church on Sabbath afternoons.

Transformed Leadership

One has said, “insanity is doing the same thing and
expecting different results.” In organizations insanity is
using the same leaders and expecting a different direction.
In sports, when a team fails to make the playoffs each year,
they fire the coach or the manager. How can we expect a
change in direction when we continue to select the same
leaders. Bias, nepotism, cronyism, and the old boys’ network
infests our leadership like a cancer, yet we refuse to have
massive surgery. Leadership is not ownership bequeathed
to anyone based on their race, culture, gender, family, or
finances. Leadership is stewardship, and the Bible says, “It
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is required in stewards, that a man be found faithful” (1
Corinthians 4:2).
Jim Collins in his book, “Good to Great,” says one of the
key characteristics that moves a corporation from a good
company to a great one is having a leader who is, “infected
with an incurable need to produce results. They will...fire
their brother, if that’s what it takes to make the company
great” (Collins, 2001). Collins relates the example of George
Cain, who became CEO of Abbott Laboratories when the
company had dropped to the bottom quartile of the pharmaceutical industry. He says, “Cain ...set out to destroy one
of the key causes of Abbott’s mediocrity: nepotism...Cain
made it clear that neither family ties nor length of tenure
would have anything to do with whether you held a key
position in the company. If you didn’t have the capacity to
become the best executive in the industry in your span of
responsibility, then you would lose your paycheck....Cain
set in motion a profitable growth machine that, from its
transition date of 1974 to 2000, created shareholder returns
that beat the market 4.5 to 1” (Collins, 2001). Collins then
contrasts Abbott's success with its competitor Upjohn. He
writes, “Upjohn, the direct comparison company to Abbott,
also had family leadership during the same era...Unlike
George Cain, Upjohn’s CEO never showed the same resolve
to break the mediocrity of nepotism. By the time Abbott
had filled all key seats with the best people, regardless of
family background, Upjohn still had B level family members holding key positions...Virtually identical companies
with identical stock charts...Upjohn...fell 89 percent behind
Abbott over the next twenty-one years before capitulating
in a merger to Pharmacia in 1995” (Collins, 2001).
When Jesus was confronted by His family for special
consideration He responded, “‘Who are my mother and
my brothers?’...Then he looked at those seated in a circle
around him and said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and
mother’” (Mark 3:33-35, TNIV). Jesus did not believe in
leadership driven by nepotism. The days of being placed in
positions based on name or fraternity or friendship must
end. There is no excuse for having people in positions of
leadership who produce nothing. In the parable of the talents, the one talent man was condemned, not because he
tried and failed, but because he didn’t even try. And because
he produced nothing his talent was taken from him and
given to someone who did (Matthew 25:24-30).
We can no longer sit idly by and watch the same people,
from the same circles, control the leadership of the church.
Leadership should be based on performance not pedigree;
productivity not popularity. If we are to change the direction
of Youth Ministry in the church, we need transformed leaders.

The Value of Diversity

If there is one lesson that has shone forth through the
presidential candidacy of Barack Obama, it is the deepseated desire humans have to be united. To see ourselves
as having more in common than in conflict. Jesus Christ
said the one identifier of His disciples would be their love
one for another (John 13:35). His only recorded prayer in
the gospels was for His disciples to be one (John 17:6-26).
He said, “...so that they may be brought to complete unity.
Then the world will know that you sent Me and have loved
them even as you have loved me” (John 17:23, TNIV). Acts
2 describes the harmony that existed in the early Christian
church. It says, “All the believers were together and had
everything in common” (Acts 2:44, TNIV).
Acts 4 says, “All the believers were one in heart and
mind. No one claimed that any of their possessions was their
own, but they shared everything they had...and God’s grace
was so powerfully at work in them ALL...” (Acts 4:32-33,
TNIV, emphasis added). Those are compelling, striking
words that call our corporate condition into question. It
is still true that the most segregated day in Christianity is
the day that we worship (Sabbath or Sunday). How can we
explain this dichotomy between the command of Christ,
the example of the early Christian believers, and the remnant church which is supposed to be the last remaining
faithful followers from those original Acts 2 believers?
“The church should be known for its diversity, and our
youth groups should be hotbeds of diversity and examples
of inclusiveness, leading the church to practice what it
preaches. However, the church is weak on this point, and...in
modern youth ministry...
many youth workers don’t
notice their youth groups
“Jesus Christ said the one
aren’t diverse. Even if
identifier of His disciples
youth workers notice the
would be their love one
lack of diversity in their
groups, they seem perfor another (John 13:35).”
fectly satisfied without it”
(Yaconelli, 2003). What
a compelling admission
from the late Mike Yaconelli. Do we really believe in diversity? The kind that Jesus calls His followers to exhibit? Is
it something we tolerate, including a few token minorities
or women here and there, or is it something we value and
celebrate? The Seventh-day Adventist church is over 90
percent non-white and non-North American. Do we see
this reality as an obstacle or an advantage? To that point
Yaconelli asserts, "Diversity is not tolerated, it’s valued. It
isn’t something we put up with; it’s something we desire.
Diversity requires interaction, appreciation, understanding,
and dialogue, and all of these take time. Genuine community
135

Where Have All the Youth Leaders Gone?

doesn’t happen overnight...relationships require time and
space to take hold. Transformation of our prejudices is a slow
process, but...if this process is encouraged, people will value
the diversity of the group rather than simply tolerate it; they
will realize it is necessary rather than simply politically correct” (Yaconelli, 2003, emphasis added). We cannot continue
to discuss the future of our church and youth ministry in
circles that all look and think the same.
Diversity will not happen naturally. Our natural human
tendency is to surround ourselves with those who are like
us. Diversity is unnatural and requires intentionality. “Youth
ministry can’t ignore diversity any longer...Scripture calls us
to challenge prejudice. If we wait for it to happen it won’t.
If we wait for ‘the right moment,’ there won’t be one. The
effort to develop diversity...has to be intentional, and at first
it usually meets with resistance from kids, their parents, and
even the church itself ” (Yaconelli, 2003, emphasis added).
We must change the make-up of the rooms where ministry
is planned and where worship takes place. Let me suggest
three areas that need to be addressed.

Cultural Diversity

I have already mentioned the make-up of our church.
The diversity that began primarily as black and white is now
Asian, Hispanic, middle Eastern, far Eastern and growing.
Hispanics have surpassed blacks as the largest minority
group in America, and demographers have already determined that by the middle of this century America will be
majority, non-white. That transition will happen sooner in
the church. It has become a necessity to seek diversity. And
why has there been such a delay? The beauty of diversity is
the mosaic that each ethnic and cultural community brings
to the community of faith. As the mathematics principle
states, “the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.” Youth
ministry should be seeking the areas of excellence exhibited
by other communities so that we can improve what we are
doing in our context. The Biblical metaphor of the body to
describe the church confirms the indispensable value that
each entity has in the organization. There is a vital place for
each community to fill and to deny or restrict or dismiss
that contribution is to retard the functioning of the body (1
Corinthians 12:12-30). We need cultural diversity.

Gender Diversity

We need the input, inspiration, perspective, and expertise of consecrated women in ministry. More and more
women are responding to the call of ministry, only to find the
church still slow to include them in meaningful leadership.
Chauvinism has no place in youth ministry. Throughout
Christ’s ministry, His most loyal disciples were women.
They supported His ministry financially, stood by Him in
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difficulty, and tended to his body after His death. They were
the last to leave the cross on Friday and the first at the tomb
on Sunday, yet their place in the church continues to be in
question. We need women, not merely in supporting roles,
but in leadership. They need to have a seat at the table that is
secure, and their input and involvement needs to be sought
after. It is still true that 59 percent of the church’s membership
is female (Sahlin, 2003). How can we expect to effectively
plan and minister to young adults without women?

Generational Diversity

A sign in the University of Colorado says, “The generation that knows only itself is destined to remain adolescent
forever” (De Vries, 2004). A growing sentiment among some
in youth ministry is to allow youth and young adults to
minister to themselves. We have believed that older adults
have no role to play or that because there are no capable,
committed adults available, the best alternative is to allow
youth to lead themselves. This idea has developed a growing
separation between the generations. And while this may be
necessary in some quarters, as a rule, it is a mistake. Paul
Ramey writes, “Ours is the only era in the entire history of
human life on this planet in which the ‘elders’ of the tribe
ask its newer members what the tribal rules and standards of
expected behavior would be” (De Vries, 2004). Youth ministry needs the leadership, collaboration, and mentorship of
dedicated adults. There is no substitute for the wisdom and
insight of experience and age. The wise man says, “Plans go
wrong for lack of advice; many counselors bring success.”
“Listen to your father, who gave you life, and don’t despise
your mother’s experience when she is old” (Proverbs 15:22,
23:22, NLT). Youth ministry cannot afford to function in
isolation with the generations separated.
The church should be the place where we grow old
together, so we should work hard to connect our students with the whole church, finding ways to break
down the youth ghettos in their separate rooms at the
back of the church and connecting the teenagers with
all the generations in our churches. When the students
graduate from our youth programs, their relationships
with adults in the church will keep them connected to
the church, and they will have reasons to stay in the
church. This generational diversity will create friends
and long-lasting commitments (Yaconelli, 2003).
The Bible says the Elijah message of the last days will
bring the generations together. “His preaching will turn
the hearts of parents to their children, and the hearts of
children to their parents. Otherwise I will come and strike
the land with a curse” (Malachi 4:6, NLT).
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The word koinonia means common. It was used in
the New Testament to describe the fellowship of the early
believers. It meant that the community of faith shared in
a common life. That life was Jesus Christ. Our commonality in Christ is supposed to transcend all barriers that
divide us and bring us together. The promise of Joel 2:28,
29 which was seen in the outpouring of the early rain in
Acts, describes a manifestation that was all-inclusive. “I
will pour out my Spirit upon ALL PEOPLE. Your SONS
and DAUGHTERS will prophesy, your YOUNG MEN will
see visions, and YOUR OLD MEN will dream dreams. In
those days I will pour out my Spirit upon ALL SERVANTS,
MEN and WOMEN ALIKE, and THEY will prophesy”
(Acts 2:17-18, NLT, emphasis added). The prophecy of Joel
is universal and complementary. It includes all cultures, all
generations, all genders and all classes. The manifestation
of the Holy Spirit embodies the diversity which the church
will need to effectively fulfill the great commission in the
last days of earth’s history.

Money and Mission

In the spirit of the Acts 2 church, money is supposed
to follow mission. But too often the mission follows money.
Instead of following the “golden rule,” those with the
“gold, make the rules.” This has led to church battles over
resources. Those who donate the most determine where
their donations are spent and the result has been church
programming that caters primarily to the needs of the
privileged and prosperous.
But this was not the focus of the ministry of Jesus.
In every instance he directed His ministry to the outcast
(Luke 4:18, 19). His mission was primarily focused on the
“least” (Matthew 25:40), the “last” (Matthew 19:30, 20:16;
Mark 10:31; Luke 13:30) and the “lost” (Luke 19:10; Mark
2:16, 17). Paul calls us to become “servants to all, and all
things to all people to save some” (1 Corinthians 9:19-22).
The primary group that our ministry should focus upon
are those farthest from Christ. They are the “least, the last
and the lost.” Yet today the bulk of our resources and energies are used to minister to “the fortuned, the first and the
found.” This should not be. Within the church the greatest
bulk of our resources should be directed toward those
farthest from Christ, our youth. We can no longer afford
to relegate youth ministry to the crumbs that fall from the
master’s table.

Christ Our Example

If you look closely at the ministry of Jesus, you would
conclude that Christ was not about the status quo. From
birth to death, His life was unconventional:
He was born to a teenage unmarried mother.

His birth was celebrated by foreigners and peasants.
His nationality was from an oppressed people.
His parents were poor laborers.
He was trained outside the established centers of
academia of His day.
He announced that His ministry would be directed to
the poor.
He chose disciples from outside the established church
leadership.
And in every instance He accepted those who the
church rejected: lepers, demoniacs, paralytics,
publicans, adulterers, prostitutes, children, and the
ceremonially unclean.
Christ’s ministry can be summed up in one word…
CHANGE.
On His final visit to the temple in Jerusalem, He tried
to get them to change. He said to them with voice choking
and words quivering, “Oh Jerusalem, Jerusalem,…how
often would I have gathered thy children together, even
as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, and ye
would not!” (Matthew 23:37). Christ desperately wanted
to change them, but they refused. And so Jesus left them to
themselves: “behold, your house is left unto you desolate”
(Matthew 23:38).
Ellen White makes this compelling statement, “New
methods must be introduced. God’s people must awake to
the necessities of the time in which they are living. God has
men whom He will call into His service,—men who will not
carry forward the work in the lifeless way in which it has
been carried forward in the past…” (White, 1946, emphasis
added). Leadership expert Tom Peters once commented,
“It is easier to kill an organization than it is to change it”
(Peters, 1997). But Peters is referring to human run organizations. The good news is, there is nothing too hard for
God. He never gives up on us, and there is no situation or
institution that is beyond His ability to transform. But the
question is, will we let Him?
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Endnotes

1. The Statistics recorded were compiled from the Indiana, Wisconsin,
Michigan and Lake Regions Conferences 2008 conference directories.
2. Michigan conference lists 91 Youth Sabbath School teachers. When
included, their percentage of youth workers increases to 78%; however,
it should be noted that the other conferences do not include their Youth
Sabbath School teachers in their officers’ lists.
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Abstract

In this chapter, the author argues that youth ministry in the Adventist church has focused on protection
and retention of the youth that have grown up in the denomination. To achieve this goal, the majority
of the denomination’s resources have been invested into the educational system (I). Drawing attention
to some of the short-comings of this approach, the author suggests a transition to a proclamation model
of ministry and provides some basic principles (II). Furthermore, he draws attention to the increasing
number of Adventist youth studying outside the denominational educational system and argues that it is
both urgent and opportune to develop ministries that implement these principles (III).

I

Introduction

t is a disturbing fact to many of us involved in ministry to the youth of our denomination that the young
people in whom we have invested so much time and
energy are not sticking around. The latest studies
show that we are struggling with a massive attrition problem. I won’t rehash the statistics here. I also realize that in
many ways these trends are not unique to the Seventh-day
Adventist Church, but that other Christian traditions are
also grappling with them. In what follows, I want to share
my perspective as an Adventist minister who has had
the privilege of working with students on non-Adventist
campuses for over two decades.
Part of the problem, I will claim, is our generally
protectionistic and isolationistic approach to youth
ministry (I). The solution, I argue, is found in implementing
a new approach, one that seeks to teach youth to engage
the society and culture outside the church and to communicate the gospel to it. I will call this the ”proclamation”
approach and suggest some basic principles (II). While these
principles can be implemented anywhere, an ideal place for
the implementation of this approach is the non-Adventist
college and university. Investing in and developing ministries in this long-over-looked setting can play an important role in addressing the attrition problem and bringing
positive changes to our denomination at large (IV).

Identifying the Problem: Protection
and Isolation

The protectionist approach to youth ministry is pervasive in our church. My wife and I encountered it first hand
just after moving to the San Francisco Bay area a few years
ago. We wanted to find venues for Christian association for
our then three teenagers who were all attending Berkeley
High School—a school with a 3600 student population
and a strong cultural prejudice against Christian belief
and practice. My children had decided to attend the public
high school primarily because they wanted to be a positive
influence on other kids their own age.
We searched for other Christians for our kids to associate with. We would have been happy even with a local
non-Adventist youth group or high school Young Life
program, but being a college town, Berkeley had little to
offer in the way of high school ministry. Consequently, we
inquired about youth ministry events from the conference
church and day academy. We were informed by the youth
pastor at the time that their church had little in the way of
youth ministry beyond Sabbath School and that academy
events were not open to outsiders. Our kids would not be
welcome since they did not attend the academy. Apparently,
there was concern that non-academy enrolled students
would negatively influence students enrolled at the academy.
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More recently, in another conference within this divi- of prayer and spiritual emphasis. The protectionist model
sion, an Adventist academy chose not to attend a regional of youth ministry also alienates Adventist youth from the
denominationally sponsored high school event because the broader culture by creating a new subculture that is more
featured speaker had reportedly endorsed personal faith regulated but may not be any more Christian as defined by
development by encouraging students to ask questions and enthusiasm for Christ, evangelistic fervor, and a heart for
to think and reason for themselves. Academy administra- lost people. This philosophy of youth ministry has made
tion was apparently concerned about losing influence and our own Adventist kids sheltered and unprepared to live
control over their students.
in the real world, as well as encouraging an elitist or fearful
Both of these examples highlight the extreme protec- attitude toward non-Adventists. It also falsely defines and
tionistic attitudes still found among some Adventist minis- divides the world between Adventist and non-Adventist.
try professionals. Adventist students in both situations were Furthermore, sending our kids off to boarding schools, and
not only being insulated from non-Adventist youth, they afterwards to a denominational college or university has
were also being isolated from other Adventist youth and also contributed to a major divide between our youth and
influence that might lead students in
the local church. Separated from their
a direction other than desired by the
local churches, youth find it difficult
“We rightfully want to keep
school administration.
to relate to the broader spectrum
But what exactly is it that we
of Adventist society, and they learn
our kids in the church and to
to expect the kind of resources and
want to protect our kids from? Some
protect them from the negative
of the concerns are valid. We are
leadership that can be provided only
influences of the world.
worried about “the world.” Scripture
in settings of high concentration of our
However, unfortunately
describes the pull of the materialiswell-trained and gifted academy youth
tic, lustfully seductive, and secular
leaders, pastors, teachers, and profesthis protectionist model
culture of the non-believing world
sors. Adventist youth are not prepared
has forced our entire youth
(1 John 2:15-17; Romans 12:2). Sex,
to live out their faith in the broader
ministry program down the
drugs, rock and roll, and peer prescontext of the Adventist church any
path
of
a
one-dimensional
sure are huge temptations to young
more than they are in the greater ”real”
isolationism.”
people. Students, who never intended
world of contemporary culture.
to be drawn in, quickly feel the need
Local churches also lose with
for friendship and often wind up
the protectionist model since they
paying for it with the sacrifice of their own values.
no longer benefit from the sharp edge of relating to and
We find, however, that along with this very legitimate reaching today’s youth with their weekly ministry. It seems
concern, the additional desire to instill and preserve in our that in the end everyone loses from our current approach.
youth the distinctive beliefs and practices of Adventism. For As often lamented, when Adventist youth graduate from
better or for worse, we want our kids to believe in creation, boarding school, they also tend to graduate from the church.
to observe the Sabbath, embrace a healthful lifestyle, to Other stick around a few more years if they chose to attend
understand the sanctuary and Ellen G. White, and to date an Adventist university, but for many, graduation from
another nice Adventist boy or girl.
university also means graduation from church.1
We rightfully want to keep our kids in the church
and to protect them from the negative influences of the A Suggested Solution: Engagement and
world. However, unfortunately, this protectionist model Proclamation
has forced our entire youth ministry program down the
What can be done to address this issue? I believe we
must
make some fundamental changes in our approach to
path of a one-dimensional isolationism. It has narrowed
our youth ministry focus to include only those who have youth ministry if we are going to stop the hemorrhaging
grown up in the church. Additionally, we have focused our we are currently experiencing. With this goal in mind, I
resources and our energies in one place--our educational want to make some suggestions on how we can shift from
institutions. We have developed a network of elementary a protection model of ministry to one of proclamation and
schools, academies, and colleges and universities, staffed engagement.2
with some of our brightest and most talented workers.
However, putting the majority of our focus on keeping Principle #1: Rooted in the Word
our kids in the church and calling it youth ministry has left
First of all, we must be radically Christ-centered. By
us saving and re-saving our own kids with continued weeks this I mean that our young people must be led to see clearly
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that our faith is less about being Adventist and more about
being Christian. Jesus Christ must be first and central in
their lives. This may seem like a basic point, but sharing
their faith continues to be difficult for many young people
who have grown up in the church because they don’t really
know what to share!
For many of our young people, Adventism, i.e., “the
good news,” is a list of many “fundamental” things to know
and do. As important as these things are, these things can
make the Christian life seem confusing and complicated. We
must come to the priority of the gospel ourselves if we are
going to help others recognize its priority. Everything else
emanates out of the relationship that God has established
with us through Jesus Christ.
Our fundamental problem is not that we profane the
Sabbath, or that there is a delay in Christ’s Second Advent.
The core issue is that we are all estranged from God, and
no complicated theologizing or behavioral modification
is going to fix it. We are not making our own way to God
through observance of the law or radical human effort like
improving our diet, observing the Sabbath, or consistent
church attendance. We must stress the absolute necessity
of the cross and explain to students why it was so necessary
for Jesus to die in our place. We must help them see that
our sin is so great that we could not develop our own way
to God. God has instead made his way to us and found us
on a cross cursed and in need of his solidarity with us.
Outside of this experience and new covenantal relationship with God through Christ there is no Christian or
Adventist life. The life we are introducing students to is not
a carefully controlled and well-organized life structured
by rules and a closely controlled lifestyle. These are not
bad things at all — just not good enough. What we must
introduce students to is a whole new life — a life in Christ
the Living Word who spoke the world into existence, raised
people from the dead, and raised himself from the dead. We
must make this distinction that the only real life is the life
of God himself and nothing else will do. It is Jesus that our
young people need, and He alone can radically alter their
lives and lead them to a new appreciation for the church
and our mission in the world.
Principle #2: Loving Others Well
We must teach our youth how to develop and maintain
healthy friendships with non-Adventists. We have to be with
people to affect a radical difference in their lives. In their
book, I Once Was Lost, Don Everts and Doug Schaupp write
about the five thresholds that post-moderns must cross
for a personal faith in Christ. The first one is meeting and
trusting a real Christian (Everts and Schaupp, 2008). The
Christian life is better caught than taught. This is why Jesus

said things like “Let your light so shine among men that
they might see your good deeds and glorify your Father who
is in heaven.” And, “By this all men will know that you are
my disciples, if you have love for one another.” (Matthew
5:16; John 13:35)
We model this through our own caring relationship
with the young people who have been entrusted to us. The
Adventist message too often gets in the way of the Adventist
messenger. We are guilty of teaching the truth about God in
place of living it by including others in our own lives. The
life of Jesus is first off a matter of the heart rather than the
head —a living presence, not a list of commandments or a
systematic theology organized around doctrinal statements
about God. Our young people need the living word that
has been incarnated.
Young people need real models of living faith. They need
our time and personal involvement. The brokenness of sin has
created such damaged and broken lives that, more than ever,
youth need extended human contact and personal investment
to even begin to restore trust in others or in an intangible
God they cannot see or feel. They need to be discipled the
way Jesus taught his own disciples. We need to think more of
developing people through relationships instead of teaching
them the doctrines or making people behave.
Since the goal of following Christ is love, just as babies
must have human love and contact in order to live — so
young followers of Christ must have loving Christ-like leaders to teach them how to live and grow in their faith. This
is no less true of our own Adventist youth who have grown
up around us yet still need careful spiritual guidance and
discipleship. Love is a verb and must be acted out. Our youth
will have a much greater chance of staying with us if they
have been loved and mentored in a discipling relationship.
Principle #3: Communicating Christ to and in Culture
In order for the message of the gospel to connect with
today’s culture we have to be speaking the language of
contemporary culture. The buzzword is “relevant.” Is the
message we are trying to communicate about Jesus interesting and intelligible to our kids? To assume that the gospel
needs no translation because Adventist youth grow up in
our homes, attend Adventist churches, go to Adventist
schools, and may some day work at an Adventist job is a
false assumption; we would be erroneously assuming that
they have no interaction with pop culture. I-phones, I-pods,
Facebook, MySpace, and of course popular music, television, and the movies still penetrate the minds and hearts
of our youth.
In order to help the message of Christ speak to even
our own youth, not to mention non-Adventist culture, we
will need a good grasp of the music, video, and language
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of contemporary culture to gain their respect and to speak
into their world. Otherwise what we are saying about
Jesus will not get through. We need to prepare to use the
mediums that our kids are immersed in to help them
translate the message of Christ. Actually, in My Freshman
Year, Rebekah Nathan points out that youth slang changes
almost completely every seven years; if we hope to keep
up we better stay in touch with the language our kids are
speaking (Nathan, 21).
There are five practical methods for keeping relevant
in the language of youth culture.
1. Interpreting Christ with Culture: Utilizing contemporary symbols and icons to relate biblical truth — (Paul
at Athens with the altar to the unknown God).
2. Discovering Christ in Culture: Finding biblical truth
in contemporary mediums such as film, music, and
the arts.
3. Redeeming Culture for Christ: Intentionally making
use of contemporary culture to illustrate or convey
biblical truth.
4. Recognizing Timely Opportunities for Christ in Culture:
Discerning cultural shifts or moments that show God’s
involvement in history.
5. Influencing Culture through Christ-like Discipleship:
Jesus, model of being in the world yet not of the world.
Jesus remained radically obedient to God while still
radically identifying with people.
Foreigners are always impressed when we go to the
huge effort to learn their language. It is always gratifying
to see them smile when we try to say it in their words.
Youth are also impressed when adults are tuned in enough
to make reference to the musicians and cultural icons of
their world. It gives us an authority and respect we would
not have without it.
Principle #4: Creating Dynamic and Diverse Ministries
Many young people I have worked with feel that the
church is no longer relevant to their faith. The values and
beliefs that have become a priority are not the ones central
to an Adventist worldview. Issues like human rights, the
environment, and social justice become greater concerns
than church affiliation or being a part of the remnant church.
Many young people see Adventism as stuck in a Victorian era
where one’s faith is defined by a set of beliefs and practices
that no longer seem that relevant in the face of the bigger
issues, e.g., a starving planet, depleting natural resources,
and globalization. The world they now traffic in has become
bigger than the narrow confines of a community defined by
last day events, Bible prophecy, and the three angels’ messages. They have grown beyond an Adventist world-view.
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In addition to this, we know that youth ministry is
about change. Students are in a constant state of flux, and
youth and young adult groups are always creating and being
recreated. Churches and youth group leaders that are not
prepared to change will loose their relevance and connection with students. Successful youth ministry that is able to
clarify key principles that do not change while adapting to
new expressions of how those principles are lived out will
last over time. Those ministries that are rigid and based
on programs instead of principles will lose their effectiveness. Since young people are constantly on the move, we
need the model of the Old Testament sanctuary instead of
the temple. The sanctuary could be moved at a moment’s
notice whereas the temple was a permanent fixture.
The sanctuary could go where God led. When we
become fixed on buildings and programs, we limit ourselves
to places and programs that may not intersect with where
students are. This is part of the problem in Adventist youth
ministry today. We are so fixed on our system of youth ministry and our institutions that unless students intersect with
us here we lose contact with them. This calls for constantly
new and adaptive ways of connecting with a culture that is
constantly changing.
Principle #5: Empowering Students to Serve, to Lead,
and to Share
It has been said that youth are made for war. They
are idealistic and highly motivated to effect change. We
do our own Adventist youth the greatest disservice when
we communicate that the faith in which we have been
instructing them is either too difficult to explain to others
or not practical enough to change their lives. Youth want
results. They want a working practical faith—one that can
be trusted; and the only way to determine that is by trying
it out. A faith that cannot help anyone else is an empty faith
and on the way of being abandoned.
Michael Gleason makes a salient observation:
Many of the great social revolutions - from the free
speech movement at UC Berkeley in the 60’s to the fall
of communism in Eastern Europe in the 80’s began
as campus movements. Most of the spiritual revivals
of history, including what is often referred to as the
great awakening of the early nineteenth century, that
spawned preachers like Dwight Moody and Charles
Spurgeon and the spiritual revivals of the twentieth
century were birthed on a college campus. Most of the
spiritual revivals took place in the midst of a cultural
environment characterized by vast spiritual and moral
decline. These movements started when young men and
women, students attending college, experienced the call
of God to go (Gleason, 2002).
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We have all witnessed the difference that a mission trip again guard and protect our own turfs. Frankly there are
can make on a young person’s life. Mission trips provide too many lost people to be competing with one another in
opportunities to see how the compassion of Jesus really ministry. Paul reminds us that “our struggle is not against
works. Here students also get a chance to witness the bro- flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorikenness of sin first hand. The truth of the gospel begins to ties, against the powers of this dark world and against the
come together in a real life situation of need.
spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians
But here again we have to be aware of our protection- 6:12). If this is true we actually need each other to fight this
ist bias. Why is it a good idea to take young people out of war. When we are fighting one another we give victory to
country or somewhere else to serve when we have people the real enemy. We also have too much in common with
in our own neighborhoods and comeach other to be splitting hairs over
theology or worship experience.
munities who are in just as great
“Je su s w a s a m a ste r of
a need for the ministry of Jesus? I
We also need the partnership of
would suggest that for many of us the
other
Christians from other denomiempowerment, and it is
danger of trespassing the Adventist
nations, the partnership of older
how he helped the disciples
vs. non-Adventist line of demarcation
seasoned followers of Christ, partnerinternalize their own faith in
posses a lesser threat when away from
ship of those who do not see things
him by giving it away.”
home.
as exactly as we do and even those
Jesus was a master of empoweroutside the faith who can help give
ment, and it is how he helped the
us a balanced ministry perspective.
disciples internalize their own faith in him by giving it
away. When sending out the disciples he instructed them Adventist Christian Fellowship and the Misnot only to announce the kingdom of God but to offer it in sion of the Church
personal ways through the casting out of demons, healing
Thus far, I have suggested that the central problem of
the sick, and providing for those in need.
youth ministry in our church is the protectionistic approach
The good news of Jesus was real and practical. It was news we have taken. I have suggested some principles to transithat met people’s needs. In order for young people to connect tion from this model to a proclamation model. However, I
with the church and its mission they have to be empowered have not addressed the issue of focusing most of our youth
to study the Bible on their own, lead their own Bible studies, ministry resources into our educational system. The central
reach out in their communities, and take an interest in their problem with this narrow focus is that the majority of our
friends. They have to be challenged with the needs of others young people are no longer there!
and empowered with ways to help meet those needs through
I want to be clear that I am not suggesting that we close
programs they initiate or are in charge of. Of course, they our schools, do away with boarding academies, or eliminate
need leadership and training; but until they are just as moved our colleges. We have a wonderful educational system in
in their hearts to follow Christ as we are still being moved place that provides an invaluable educational experience
today it will never become their own faith.
for many of our students.
However, according to our best statistics more than
Principle #6: Partnering with Others for Christ’s Mission. two thirds of our young people are not attending Adventist
Successful ministry that retains young people in the colleges and universities. This means that in comparison
mission of the church will always be ministries of partner- with the some 23,000 Adventist college students in Advenship. The Bible calls us to depend on one another. Jesus tist institutions of higher learning, we have at least another
said, “Anyone who is not against you is for you” (Luke 50,000 attending other institutions. With close to 100
9:49). Successful ministry that helps students build life Adventist Christian Fellowship organizations now funclong partnerships will create eternal ties among students tioning on non-Adventist campuses throughout the North
and others for God’s kingdom.
American Division, we are at least in contact and providing
In Adventist ministry, we have to help students under- ministry to approximately 2,000 of them.
stand the partnerships between the local church, pastor,
This is equivalent to the student population or even
church administration, local communities, and other more than many of our own Adventist colleges. This, of
student leaders. This is the way of Jesus as he taught the course, is to say nothing about reaching out to the nineteen
disciples to learn to love and trust one another.
million non-Adventist students on those same campuses,
This is very important for us today as we face a splin- which to put in proper perspective is a number equal to
tering of Adventist youth ministry and the tendency to the population of the five largest cities in the U.S. It would,
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of course, be incomprehensible to not have an Adventist
presence in the cities of New York, Los Angeles, Chicago,
Houston and Phoenix. Again being unable to see past the
structures we already have in place prevents us from carrying out our greater mission. In this case our programs
and institutions become the mission by default, and we
miss the majority of our denominational youth culture as
well as missing the target of the mainstream youth culture
around us.
When we first moved to the University of California,
Berkeley in the summer of 2001, I had one purpose in
mind. I wanted to see if it was possible to transition an
Adventist church near a large secular campus to be both a
place of refuge for Adventist students and an outreach to
the campus community surrounding it. I wondered if it
would be possible to lead a church to the core and center
of an orthodox Christian faith while still remaining true to
Adventist beliefs. I wanted to see if Adventist faith was still
relevant to the needs of thinking Christians and if a local
Adventist church could attract today’s Adventist students
and their friends. To be honest, it has been a long road with
many ups and downs and over the past seven years, and
we have learned that beyond the relevancy of Adventism,
there were even more issues to consider. There were things
like disintegrating church membership, a diverse student
population, and the dearth of local church leadership.
Despite these challenges, we have learned that Adventist young adults are interested in engaging the church and
the mission of Jesus. We have found that when students are
given a chance to serve and lead out that they step up to the
plate. In over twenty-three years of campus ministry, first at
the University of Tennessee in Knoxville, and now the last
seven years in Berkeley, I have seen the principles I have
shared work. Students respond to them and the kingdom
of God grows.
Today the growing number of Adventist students
attending non-Adventist universities is forcing our church
to become involved in public campus ministry. From one
perspective, it is the church’s last line of defense, a final effort
to stay connected with students. However, from another
perspective, Adventist ministry on public college campuses
is affording the church a wonderful opportunity for growth
and evangelism. In such a setting, students learn to stand
on their own spiritually and to integrate their beliefs with
the real world. It is unfortunate that drastic statistics like
two-thirds of our own Adventist young adults now attending non-Adventist colleges are the driving force for this
effort. What has kept us from seeing the campus mission
opportunity before now? How could we have been so blind
to the nineteen million college students on these campuses
for so many years?
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Again I would suggest it stems from a systemic problem
built into the very DNA of current Adventist youth ministry.
Adventist youth ministry over the years has drifted from a
position of outreach and mission to contemporary youth
culture to protecting our own kids from that culture. Our
only hope is returning to a more biblical model of proclamation and engagement.
It makes sense to want to protect our kids from a
secular, hedonistic culture. Still if we follow Jesus' words
carefully, he reminds us that He is “with us to the end of the
age” (Matthew 28:20) and that “I shall lose none of all that
he has given me” (John 6:39) and again “Whoever wants
to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me
will save it” (Luke 9:24).
I would suggest the way to save our kids is to follow
Jesus’ command of helping them give their lives away in
Jesus’ mission. He challenges us to turn them loose on a
world that needs their witness. When we involve students
in the proclamation of Jesus kingdom it energizes them and
puts them dead center into Jesus’ heart for saving the world.
The irony is that this is truly the safest place for them to be.3

References

Blake, Chris. ”We Need to Talk.” (2008). Adventist Today, Nov.-Dec.
Everts, Don and Doug Schaup. (2008). I Once Was Lost: What
Postmodern Skeptics Taught Us about Their Path to Jesus. Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press.
Gleason, Michael R. (2002). When God Walked on Campus: A Brief
History of Evangelical Awakenings at American Colleges and
Universities. Dundas, Ontario: Joshua Press.
King, Kirk with Ron Pickell. (2008). The Word on Campus: A Guide to
Public College Ministry. Lincoln, NE: AdventSource.
Nathan, Rebekah. (2005). My Freshman Year: What a Professor Learned
by Becoming a Student. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Endnotes

1. For the perspective of a professor at one our universities, see Chris
Blake’s (2008) essay, ”We Need to Talk.”
2. In our newly published book, Kirk King and I (2008) lay out ten
essential values or principles for doing Adventist or Christian ministry
in general on today’s public college campus. I won’t attempt to present
all ten of these ministry principles here. I will, however, share a few of
them, in the hopes of helping initiate this transition in other settings.
3. I would like to thank Zane Yi, an Adventist graduate student studying
on a non-Adventist campus, for his help preparing this chapter for
publication.

Handing On Faith:

Equipping The Next Generation to
”Leave Church”!
Peter Roennfeldt
Associate Ministerial Secretary and Church Planting Coordinator
Victorian Conference of Seventh-day Adventists

Abstract

In view of the continuing high attrition of next generations from the Adventist church, perhaps, like with
effective parenting, the best the church can do is to equip the next generation to “leave church” — releasing
them to give birth to the next generation of Adventism. This involves trust — trusting the next generations,
and trusting God with the future of his church.

S

ociety is changing—and church is changing. The
only consistent factor may be that next generations
choose to disconnect. It is disturbing and discouraging for a church family when the youth choose
another path. It challenges the church’s identity. However,
there are some hopeful signs in the research—although they
may point to uncomfortable possibilities.
Handing on faith or a world-view to the next generation
is complex. This 180° Symposium is another serious attempt
to address this issue, and those involved are committed to
practical, tangible outcomes. Here is a radical suggestion.
It has been researched and tested. It is not entirely proven,
but is shared as a serious proposal. It is simply: It may be
more effective if the church invested its energies in equipping the next generation to “leave church”! Obviously
such a radical idea needs explanation.

Some Background

In the Christian world local churches are experiencing the most significant recalibration in 150 years. This is
impacting the thinking of Adventist youth, and will have
yet a greater flow-on impact. Globalization, multiculturalism and social networking are major contributing factors,
changing the sources of authority, truth, and structures;
breaking down the claims of denominationalism and
hierarchies; and opening new avenues for participation,
fellowship, ministry, and service. This is reshaping church—
confronting youth with diverse options from which to
choose. While the forms are really not the issue, the freedom
of choice to shape spirituality and participation with God’s
mission heart is critical.

Although it does not do so, the proposal to equip youth
to “leave church” may at first seem to run counter to the
efforts of educators, childhood specialists, youth leaders,
and pastors. However, here is the reality: in spite of the best
children’s departmental leaders and resources, Pathfinder
and teen programs, the most dedicated teachers in our
Adventist education system, camping programs, youth
rallies, youth pastors, and leaders, the majority are still
leaving. It is hardly feasible that simply more, different or
even better programs will change the exodus.
Another difficult reality for those of who are older to
accept—although accepted by the next generation—is disconnecting from the Seventh-day Adventist Church is not
synonymous with leaving Jesus. The 28 fundamental teachings are really important and are valued, but people other
than Adventists will be saved, and the freedom to interpret
faith differently is a high priority. Our freedom of choice was
given to us at high cost to God. He suffered with Adam and
Eve’s choice. They suffered with the choice of one of their
two sons. It is important to keep this in perspective. Next
generations make choices different from ours. That is reality.
However, the choices of our youth, although painful for us,
are not always wrong nor a choice to leave God. Sometimes
they are choosing to create networks and communities that
they are convicted honor God, change lives, and transform
societies in more biblical and meaningful ways.
The proposal to equip youth to leave signals a new paradigm. This is not to suggest that what has been done by local
churches, parents, pastors, youth leaders, educators, or the
denomination is wrong or a failure. But new mission eras
call for new responses (Bosch, 1991) but responses that have
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biblical and historic antecedents and precedents (Anderson,
2006). Although not a youth pastor, I have been researching and experimenting. Hundreds of postmodern young
Adventists have been involved in planting new Adventist
churches with the same commitment and sacrifice of the
youth in the mid-nineteenth-century Advent Awakening
who pioneered the birth of the Seventh-day Adventist
Church. During the last eighteen months I have provided
pastoral oversight to a local church planted and led entirely
by next generation Adventists who had disconnected from
the church.1

Handing on Faith!

Sociologists (Berger & Luckmann, 1967) indicate it is
impossible to perfectly hand on complex worldviews to the
next generations. Adventism is complex. Not only do we
have 28 statements of faith, that most trained theologians
struggle to explain in simple terms, but we also have the
traditions, shared expectations, understandings, symbols,
language, and myths that surround these statements. We also
have the structures and policies, written and unwritten, that
form the message, mission, and structures of Adventism.
It is complex, and it is changing. The reality is that
what we are trying to hand on to our next generations is not
what our grandparent Adventists were trying to hand on to
us fifty years ago. And what we interpret as Adventism is
not what they thought was Adventism. And what the next
generation takes on as Adventism (if they take it on!) will
not be the same as what we think is Adventism!
This is further complicated by the insight that all theology—and that also means doctrinal understandings—is
contextualized (Bevans, 2007). It simply means that what I
as an Australian think Mark Finley means when he articulates Adventism on a satellite evangelistic program may
be very different from what he as an American thought
he was saying. But then it becomes even more complex,
for what my postmodern thirties-something inner-city
graphic designer son thinks Finley said is different again;
what the generation-Y planting Revive Adventist Church
for their unchurched friends heard was different; and what
those hanging around the fringes of an established church
heard will be different again. We could add the different
contexts of the Bible writers and our Adventist pioneers to
the context of our next generations.
This does not suggest that the Bible writers were not
saying something specific and important, inspired by God.
But it raises the question of what can be handed on. While
models are available to hand on as effectively as possible
our complex faith system—and our educators, children and
youth specialists, etc. are developing fantastic resources and
programs to enable this—we are still being disappointed.
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Does Parenting Provide an Effective Model?

This may be simplistic. But parents who equip their
children to leave home have healthier relationships with
their young adult children than those parents who are
overly protective and controlling. Christian education is
also designed to equip “youth to be thinkers, and not mere
reflectors of other men’s thought” (White, 1903). There
are many models that are useful, but this family/parenting
model is most instructive for the church. It is also biblical,
for New Testament churches were built around oikos or
the extended family or household.
Effective parenting could be defined as building relationships of love and friendship and equipping the kids to
leave home to make their own decisions for life, relationships, beliefs, structures, families, society, and the world.
Perhaps, as with effective parenting, the best the church
can do is to equip the next generation to “leave church.”
Clearly more and better programs and resources are
not keeping them at home in the church. Just as with adolescent children in a family, the next generations must be
equipped to be released from the controls, dictates, and
resources of the church family to reinterpret and apply their
faith to life and community. The model by which families
hand on life to their children is instructive for the church
wishing to hand on faith to the next generation. But it is
just as scary—perhaps more so! However, we must do
this— equip them to leave, for we are failing in trying to
keep them!

A Scary Option—Equipping Them to
“Leave Church”!

By leaving I mean fully releasing youth to mold the
next generation of church — and this is best done by (again
using the family model) releasing them to reproduce and
give birth to new churches. This is not just giving them a
say. It is not letting them have a part in the program or sit
on a committee. It is not just sending them off on mission
trips— only to come back home to a situation of control. It is not just training them to do things in the home
church. It is not just letting them run a youth church or
take part of the worship service, under the watchful eye of
the church board, elders, or pastor. It is letting them mold
their future—including their churches and church. It is letting them go with our full support and blessing—but not
control. And, if they have not been equipped and released
by the time they are 15-19, there could be rebellion—as in
a home where parents try to control their kids.
Young adults (teens and early twenties) fall in love.
They are passionate. Some make a commitment and get
married. Perhaps for years they work and travel without
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ties or responsibilities, we say. They live for each other.
But when they reproduce and have a baby, life changes.
They think differently, plan differently. And so it is when
young Adventist postmoderns (and post-postmoderns) are
released to mold the new life of future Adventist churches
and the church! They tune into God’s heart—identifying
with his mission, discipleship, spirituality, and commission. They develop new approaches to interacting with
God. They experience his living presence, network with
their communities, and address the justice issues of the
world. They read their Bibles, find a new relationship with
Jesus, explore their heritage, and reinterpret the message
of Adventism.
Having fostered and equipped teams that have planted
over 500 new Adventist missional groups and churches,
and having seen hundreds of next generation postmodern
Adventists rediscover their identity with Adventism on this
journey, I would suggest that a priority reason for Adventism to recapture its heritage of being a planting movement
is that it equips our youth to “leave church”— to give birth
to the next generation of church!

Concerns!

Does this foster generational churches? No, our
experience is the opposite. As in families, when the next
generations are respected and equipped to leave and make
their own decisions, they include in their relationships all
generations. It is an environment of control that creates
resentment and generational distinctions.
Does it mean the distinctive features of Adventism will
disappear? Again, experience proves the opposite. In an
environment of trust and respect, the stories of Adventism
are shared, and distinctive features are pro-actively explored
and interpreted.
Does it mean Adventism will change? Yes. The next
generation will apply faith and our message to twenty-first
century issues, and isn’t that the dynamic of a message
(Revelation 14:6-12) that is relevant for end times? It also
means that some of the institutions and structures built up
over generations will no longer be seen as of value. But that
is how the next generations come to own our church.
Does it mean providing a safe refuge for Adventist
young people? No, in fact it builds on the idea Jesus used
in Luke 10. He sent out people who didn’t even believe that
he was the Messiah, to be involved in his mission. By being
involved they came to realize who he was—they found their
faith. Cities of refuge in the Old Testament were safe places
for people who had really messed up, but even the church
on the cutting edge of mission may be the best safe place
for those few who do mess up!

Does it mean our message will change? Yes, in the
sense that it will be understood and applied anew and
afresh. It will be articulated in new terms. It will be applied
to new environments. It will address new challenges. It
will still be based upon Scripture, centered in our Savior,
and experienced through the presence of the Spirit. It will
still find relevance in sacrificial service and joyful hope in
the second coming of Jesus. But it will be like Adventism
reborn. It could be like the book of Acts and our pioneer
days all over again!

Hopeful Sign!

Reggie McNeal (2003) made an alarming observation
in his book The Present Future: Six Tough Questions for
the Church: “A growing number of people are leaving the
institutional church for a new reason. They are not leaving
because they have lost faith. They are leaving the church to
preserve their faith” (p. 4). I am aware of Adventist young
people who are leaving to grow spiritually—leaving church
to be the Church. This is perhaps a hopeful sign, but it will
take new attitudes to foster and equip so that this becomes
one of the great opportunities for Adventism.

Three Stories

The story of Elijah is really important to Adventists for
we believe our message is the Elijah message, to be anointed
with the power of the spirit of Elijah. What did he hand on
to Elisha? It was his relationship with God, his coat, and
a double portion of the Holy Spirit. The story of Jesus is
our message. What did Jesus hand on to his disciples? He
handed on a relationship with himself and the Holy Spirit.
Here is the story of Revive—an Adventist church
planted by disconnected next generation Adventist youth
in Australia. About 18 months ago a couple of us made a
list of 20-plus young adults who had disconnected from
church. We invited them to join us for a weekend. No
advertising was prepared. It was personal invites: “We know
you no longer connect to church, but we think you are still
interested in God. Would you join us for a weekend, just
to sit and talk?” Some of them invited friends; some were
not Christians. All agreed to read the book of Acts. They
paid their own costs for the weekend. Over 40 turned up.
There were no presentation style meetings as such.
We were just sitting around asking: “What did you find
in Acts? What is God saying to you? What do you think
church could be like?” I told a few stories of young adults
planting new churches. We started to pray conversationally.
We sat in silence. We shared an Agape Meal. During some
sessions, some went outside to smoke.
By Sunday (the third day) some common interests
surfaced and we invited people to form groups to discuss
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their ideas for the future and encouraged them to go home,
meet to pray, read their Bibles, and do what they thought
God was saying to do. A few months later one group developed a house church, and six months later another group
launched a community church, Revive. It is organized and
run by the youth. Although I am the pastor I do not preach
there and most would not know I am the pastor. They have
identified community needs—supporting a feeding program for the homeless, providing a family dining room for
destitute families each week, supporting homes for at-risk
girls, and a church for girls called Chick’s Church. They
have a string of small groups for young people, families, old
ladies, etc., and are currently in dialogue about starting a
cluster church in a retirement home. They give support to
youth and churches in three country areas of Victoria, to
a church in Darwin (in the Northern Territory), and have
missions they visit and support in Thailand and Africa.
Eighteen months ago these young people had disconnected from church. They live in an area of the city with
vibrant Adventist churches, with good youth pastors,
Pathfinder programs, an Adventist academy, youth rallies,
etc. They now have a church with 80-95 attending. They
are reaching new people for Jesus, and they are releasing
others to start new again! By this time next year they could
have another four or five daughter churches.

Encouragement!

Young adults love involvement and big celebratory
events. We have used big events to build teams and to multiply the releasing of youth. There are so many principles that
are important in this story. Does it scare me? Sometimes!
Do I know where it is going? No. Are we seeing Adventist
youth reconnecting by being equipped to “leave church”?
Definitely!
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1. This is one of 5 plants (churches and house churches) that I now
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Abstract

Studies agree that the church is losing a significant proportion of its young people. This trend is hurting families, congregations and the church as a whole but very little seems to be done about it. Now is the
time to do so.
Back in the 1990’s the church last looked at restructuring youth ministry — following a commission
on youth, the autumn council of 1992 voted a six point plan including revival, recovery, evangelism and
nurture. A strategic plan was also authorized but the aspect of recovery has only recently begun to gain
significant attention. Now is the time to make this a priority.
In this paper, I will outline a model of family-based youth ministry that is part of a long term strategy
for retention and recovery. This is placed in a setting of Churches of Refuge, where the model and strategy
can be utilized to maximum effect.
Historically the church has always been a place of refuge and it needs to be so again today. The Church
of Refuge initiative is born with this in mind and is based on a model of cities of refuge as recorded in
Deut. 19 where people could flee for safety. In this context a Church of Refuge is one that is intentional
about ensuring that young people are protected, valued and involved. In the Trans-European Division
a strategic plan incorporating both criteria and action steps for such churches has been developed and is
included in the Appendix of this paper.

T

The Problem Outlined

here is something interesting happening in the
Christian community across the western world,
and this includes our own church. “Very quietly
and unobtrusively, one group of believers is growing on a daily basis. Soon the numbers will be such that
they cannot be ignored. Who are they? They are Christians
that don’t go to church anymore” (Riddell, Pierson, and
Kirkpatrick, 2000).
In a Church of England study entitled “The Tide Is
Running Out,” it is stated that we (the church) are just one
generation away from extinction. Of course in one sense
this is always true as the task of any church is to pass on
the faith to the next generation. Over the last two decades,
however, there has been a growing realization in many
churches that something is seriously wrong. We are, quite
simply, losing far too many of the young people who have
grown up in our church families.
The Valuegenesis surveys in the Seventh-day Adventist
Church in America, Australia, and Europe have been well

documented and have echoed this fact. One question, that
has now been universally asked, was first stated in the 1990
North American study. The question asked, “Do you think
you will still be in the church at age 40?” In their article
“Youth Apostasy and Recovery,” Barry Gane and Steve Case
note, “The results indicate that 28 percent of today’s 12 — 18
year-olds are not planning to be in the Church when they
are 40 years old” (Gane and Case, 2002).
The European Valuegenesis survey (2006/7) raised the
same question but gave a slightly different slant. Here the
sample group was 14-25 year olds, and the survey was web
based. Over 6000 replies came from seventeen different
unions. In response to the question: “In twenty years time
do you think you will be active in the Adventist church?”
52% answered definitely, 41% probably, and only 7% no/
unlikely. The challenge lies, however, to turn the 41% into
those who definitely will remain.
Numbers always provide the hard facts, and Gane and
Case further comment: “Figures for those who leave the
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Church in many Congregations and Conferences range
between 35-63 per cent” (Gane and Case, 2002). If we take
the mean average to be approximately 50% (note; some
quote as high as 75%), a very disturbing trend is highlighted
that we simply cannot ignore! Gane and Case ask a natural
question in response: “What can we do to stop this hemorrhaging of one of our most valuable assets?” (ibid).
I believe Roger Dudley puts the case clearly when he
says: “The church can have no higher priority than stemming the loss of young adults and winning back those who
have left its ranks” (Dudley, 2000). These people are not
just statistics; they are our sons and daughters!
However, I seek to emphasize that all is not lost, and
that we have a window of opportunity that must now be
taken. We are still in the early days of the new Millennium,
and at this time I feel we need to recognize why youth
have been leaving and then create a new model, with clear
strategies to meet the need. I then wish to put the model
and strategies into a context of creating a safe haven for
our young people that will be effective for both today and
tomorrow.
Merton Strommen (1993) highlights both the seriousness of the situation and the opportunity that exists: “We
face a decade or two of opportunity that ought not to be
ignored. Why? Because every major denomination is losing a major segment of its youth. Now is the time to bend
the course of history with respect to youth and reverse the
trend of non-involvement. Now is the time to minister to
their growing interest in spiritual experience.” Although
some years have passed since this statement was made, the
principle still rings true. For while there is life, while there
are youth, there is still hope for the future!
It is also my strongly held conviction that this is not a
youth problem alone, for as Strommen (1993) indicates:
“Loss of faith is an issue that is no respecter of age.” Before
doing anything else, however, we need to look at why they
are leaving.

Why They Are Leaving

They are leaving for many reasons, some of which they
find hard to articulate. Many feel that the church is not
their home anymore, especially during the teens and early
twenties.
With some youth it seems to be a case of fractured or
compartmentalized identities. On Sabbath they are expected
to lead one life, yet during the week it is a very different
story. It may not be that they are doing anything too radical,
at least by worldly standards, but there is certainly a lack
of personal association with the church and what it stands
for at this time. That is not to say that these youth would
not see themselves as Christian, as they often quite clearly
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do; it is more the case that they do not see themselves as
practicing Seventh-day Adventists.
The Valuegenesis study from the South Pacific Division
gives the following reasons that appear in descending order
from the reason most given:
☐ Adult members living phoney lives
☐ The church places too much emphasis on
non-essentials
☐ Attitudes of older members are critical and
uncaring
☐ Church leaders are preoccupied with organization,
not concerned with people
☐ Worship services are dull and meaningless
☐ Do not want to be a hypocrite
☐ Attracted to a different lifestyle
☐ Do not have any real friends at church
☐ Church does not allow me to think for myself
Gane and Case comment that “Many use any or a
number of these reasons as an excuse to experiment with
the world” (Gane and Case, 2000). They are, however,
symptoms of the fractured identity mentioned above.
Neither is this an entirely new phenomenon.
It is true that many of these reasons may be given as
an excuse by youth who actually wish to live a different
lifestyle, at least for a time. There is, however, a recurring
theme as we can see from a much smaller study I did in
my local church during 2007.
Although the study size was too limited (22 nonattending young adults) to be statistically significant the top
three reasons expressed were: Attitude of older members
being critical and uncaring; worship services are dull and
meaningless; and the recipients of the survey felt they did
not want to be hypocrites by still attending. The attraction
to a different lifestyle also scored equal third place.
It should be noted that the different order may be as a
result of a number of variables, including the sample size,
age group, and the fact that the answers came from two
different continents with a ten-year gap between the studies. From my study it is clear that the younger recipients
surveyed (those in their teens or twenties) definitely saw
the church members as critical and uncaring. This would
seem to indicate that this perception is more keenly felt at
a lower age.
As time moves on other reasons are also significant.
Andy Hickford, a long-time English youth worker asserts:
“Human nature has not suddenly changed at the beginning of the twenty-first century. The joys and tensions of
adolescence are still basically the same. What has clearly
changed, however, is the environment in which teenage
years are lived out” (Hickford, 2003). Society today lives
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for now, and as he states, “The future whispers whilst the
present shouts” (ibid).
Therefore, talk of a future eternity with Jesus does not
speak as loudly to our current generation of youth as does
the prospect of a weekend with their friends! The church
needs to be in tune with the movements in society as it tries
to meet the needs of its current youth and those who have
become disaffected.
Hickford also notes: “Choice is a core value for young
people now. Young people are prepared to live with the
anxiety of having choice in order to keep their options open
and avoid commitment” (ibid). Yet the church exists to lead
young people to a point of commitment and has traditionally
seen that the teenage years are the ones best suited to such
decisions. This may still be the case but evidently we need
to re-think our strategy for reaching and keeping our youth.
We can readily agree, therefore, with Hickford’s final
assertions that young people today are 1) an immediate
priority 2) a strategic priority, and they need and deserve
3) a long-term strategy (ibid.).

Re-Casting Adventist Youth Ministry
A New Model for a New Millennium

I believe Youth Ministry now needs to be recast for
the new millennium. In Europe, for instance, this means
re-setting youth ministry into a very secular society where
youth societies no longer exist, and where in many countries, at least in their traditional format, regular Adventist
Youth meetings do not take place.
I believe that such conditions call for a new model of
youth ministry that fits into a long-term strategy. In this
section I will look at such a model, and it is my belief that
this new model must have as a prime element an emphasis
on working in partnership with our families and congregations at the local church level. This new model must
also include an approach to re-connect with many former
Adventists.
Seventh-day Adventist Youth Ministry has a long and
distinguished history centred around :
The era of Societies and Leagues (1888 — 1930’s);
The era of Campaigns and Fellowships (1930’s-1950’s);
The era of Youth Ministry (1960’s — 1990’s).
Now is the time for a new model that can also be part of
a revised strategy.

1) Youth acceptance as full participants in church
membership
2) The appointment of youth specialists at every level of
the church organization
3) The establishment of an organized youth ministry in
every local church
4) A four-module approach to youth ministry that
includes; Revival, Recovery, Evangelism, and
Nurture.
5) Authorization for the formation of a strategic plan to
restructure and rebuild Youth Ministry
6) The establishment of a president’s youth cabinet at
every level of the church organization
My analysis, a decade later, is that the first five of these
six points are still valid today. Number six, although well
meaning, seems strangely at odds with reality and never
really got off the ground. Also number five seems to hold
the key to building on the first four, but strangely until
recently I have never seen such a strategic plan emerge for
the world field.
The fourth point shown above could not be formulated
better today and includes the component of recovery.
It should be noted here that at the 2006 World Youth
Advisory seven Strategic Themes were voted with the
third theme dealing with Reclamation. Also in 2009 the
Year of Evangelism (Shining) and the Week of Prayer will
focus further on reclamation. So now is the time to build
on this, creating a new strategy that can help to usher in
a new era of Youth Ministry.

Family-Based Youth Ministry Model

As mentioned, I believe strongly in adults working
together in partnership with families in a family-based
youth ministry. Merton Strommen outlines a model that
I find very persuasive (Strommen and Hardel, 2000). Pictorially, this model is shown below and uses concentric
circles to show that the family is the most influential point
in ministering to youth as they must always be the nearest
point of contact and influence.

The Seventh-day Adventist church last looked at
restructuring youth ministry in the 1990’s. After a Commission on Youth met at Newbold College, the Annual Council
of 1992 voted the following six points: (Allen, 1995).
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With this model in mind youth ministry should be seen
as a support to the family ministry that takes place in the
home and not the other way around. Strommen summarizes
his position by saying: “We conclude by re-iterating that
the family is the most
powerful institution in
promoting faith in youth”
“The message is quite clear;
(Strommen and Hardel,
we need to focus heavily
2000). Youth ministry
on children, teens, and
is, therefore, best seen as
those in their twenties.”
a support ministry that
is most effective when
put in place as an integral
part of a family and congregation network. Strommen
finally calls for “a radical new model in which families and
congregations enter into a conscious partnership of faith
development” (ibid).
The congregation is then a key point in helping parents
to carry out their God-given role of passing on the faith. In
turn, parents should turn to the congregation for assistance
in giving doctrinal and intellectual structure to the faith
that they are trying to nurture in their children. The key
word here is partnership.

Partnership Challenges

There are many challenges which the partnership
between youth and family are ideally placed to meet.
Churches and youth directors need to work together with
families to provide information, training, and resources.
The focus of this approach will remain as a relational youth
ministry, and the impact will be enhanced by forming a
united support network for the care of our youth.
The challenge of moulding and shaping adolescents
will certainly remain, as teenagers are probably the largest
single group of non-Christians who regularly attend our
church activities! Although growing up in the church they
are still non-Christians until the point of commitment. As
such, our ministry to them needs to be taken very seriously,
and every opportunity must be used to help lead them
toward the kingdom.
Another facet to this new model must be to re-connect
with many former “stalled” Adventists. It has been estimated
that there may be between one to two million former
Seventh-day Adventists in North America alone. There are
no corresponding figures for Europe or other parts of the
world, as far as I am aware, but the trend is undoubtedly
the same in many areas. This means, that in all probability,
there are as many former Adventists in a given country as
there are currently attending church. Many of these are our
young people. We need them back!
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We can’t make people belong, but we can certainly
create an environment where it is favorable for many to
return. We need to take the ministry of reclamation seriously and create a measured strategy for “Bringing Back
Our Adventist Prodigals.”
I believe a model for family-based youth ministry will
help re-cast our approach to working with children and
youth in the current age. We must, however, go further
than this and create a system that allows for youth workers in conjunction with families to focus on important age
groups within the church.

Strategies for a Way Forward

In this section I wish to begin to build a strategy by
examining more closely the suggestions from the “English
Church Attendance Survey” noting particularly the following main points that relate to youth (Brierley, 2000).
☐ Focus urgently on children
☐ Continue to focus on teens and 20’s where the
church is weakest and bring young people into
leadership.
☐ Encourage personal spirituality especially among
the 30’s and 40’s.
☐ Teach both church and non-church people the
foundations of Christian faith.
The message is quite clear; we need to focus heavily
on children, teens, and those in their twenties. Unpacking
this summary allows for some further reflection on the first
three points shown above.
1. Focus Urgently on Children.
Advertisers and the media are focusing on younger and
younger children, and so must we. If we wish children to
make decisions for Christ in their teenage years, we need
to lay the ground much earlier. Statistics from the Barna
research foundation show that “nine out of ten young people
(93%) consider themselves to be Christian by the age of 13”
(Barna, 2003).
The following six suggestions are starting points:
a) Each church should have a complete and up to-date list
of all youth who are associated with the church family.
This includes baptized and non-baptized youth.
b) The ministry team/youth leader of each church should
visit every home at the start of a year and specifically
ask parents what the church can do to help their children this year.
c) We should plan for and help parents at the key life stages
such as going to school for the first time, entry into
secondary/high school, becoming a teenager, legal
voting age, etc. We need to develop distinct rites of
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passage that allow for more responsibility and involvement at each age. The Kids in Discipleship program
is one example of a specialized program for children.
d) We should put a plan into operation that allows every
child growing up in an Adventist home to receive access
to a basic and youth-based Bible study course by the
time they are fourteen years of age. This should again
be done in cooperation with parents.
e) This should be backed up by an absolute youth program
for ninth grade (age 14) organized by the conference
or union and in cooperation with our schools. In
Norway the church has taken advantage of the country’s legislation that allows for a specific time away
for confirmation classes, and the eleven Adventist
schools in the country have such a period written
into their curriculum where our youth have a special
Bible week organized at a local Adventist campsite or
church-retreat facility.
f) At a local level, wherever possible, each church should
dedicate a room in its building as the “youth room”
where training courses, mentoring, and fellowship can
take place on a regular basis.
2. Continue to Focus on Teens and Twenties, where the
Church is Weakest
It is at this age where the drop out usually begins to
happen. Special attention should be given at age 14 (see
above) and then again at age 17. These are key transition
points where changes are often taking place. Age 17/18 is
a time when many leave home for a university experience
and leave behind family, friends, and the local church for
the first time.
During the university years a drop in spirituality is
often observed. The church AMICUS program is very
important to help reach and contact Adventist youth studying at non-denominational colleges. Friday nights remain
a constant problem in the winter for Adventist youth, and
local churches can help by providing a system of Friday
evening small-group meetings in local homes, etc.
At this point I would like to mention two new programs
that are being adopted at this time. The first is in my local
church which has just started a parallel service aimed at
reaching youth in this age group who may no longer attend
the main church regularly. It also has a strong discipleship
path to help nurture faith and has the potential to be one
of the churches of refuge outlined later in this paper.
The second program is from the Trans-European Division Institute of Youth Evangelism, named Relay, which is
aimed specifically at the 18-25 age group. This course can
be taken to any country and is comprised of three core
courses: Foundations of Adventist Beliefs, Foundations of

Discipleship, and Foundations of Youth Outreach. This is
part of a strategy aimed at teaching the core young people
in the church.
3. Encourage Personal Spirituality especially among the
30s and 40s.
This is the age group of the first-time parents. Life is
often busy with new and developing careers and also with
starting a family. Thought needs to be given to effective
discipleship and ongoing spiritual growth for this age group.
If we lose them we lose their children!
A cursory look at most churches during Sabbath School
time shows that in many countries a high percentage of
members are simply not attending. Parents will bring their
little children, but somehow the once excellent Sabbath
School program is now not scratching where many people
in their 30s and 40s are itching.
We need to find new ways that may involve Crowd, Cell,
and Core small groups, worship renewal, and alternative
worship programs, designed specifically for this age group.
Creating community and meeting their spiritual growth
needs are very important so they, in turn, can share their
faith experience with
their children.
“A cursory look at most
Finally we must not
assume that because
churches during Sabbath
young people attend the
School time shows that
church, they have been
in many countries a high
taught the principles of
percentage of members
the faith. Strong youth
are simply not attending.”
and collegiate classes
are needed that can also
assimilate new believers.
Having identified and set some strategies for these age
groups, we also need to focus on those who have become
inactive and who will at some point wish to return. We must
be intentional in helping them to find a way to come home.

Coming Home

I believe that the family-based youth ministry model
outlined above together with the strategies suggested also
create a synergy for an intentional ministry that could
welcome back many of the millions of non-attending youth
who have grown up in our families.
Let me share Becky’s story. I invested Becky as a Pathfinder when she was young, and she had also attended
youth retreats I conducted when she was in her early teens.
I had not seen Becky for many years when I met her again
recently at a Youth Leadership convention. She told me a
remarkable story of how she had left home and entered
into a destructive relationship. Through those years she had
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come to the point where she rarely smiled on the outside
and inside at the same time.
I asked her what the turning point in her life was. She
said that one day she was alone in her flat and very unhappy.
She began to cry, and as she did so she looked out of the
window of her flat and saw the cross on a church opposite.
This reminded her of her upbringing, and she knew she
wanted to read the Bible to see if God had heard her cries
and seen her tears. She knew somewhere in the flat there
was a Bible that her partner’s grandmother had given him.
So she found it and turned at random to where the Bible fell
open. It opened in the Psalms, and although she could not
remember the exact text, she clearly read the words, “The
Lord hears my cry.” She knew then that God had heard her.
Immediately she put on her coat and left the house
without packing. She went to the station and caught the
first train which was a non-stop train to her home town.
She went through the streets to where her parents lived and
knocked on the door. When her mother opened the door,
Becky simply said, “Your prodigal daughter has returned.”
She then told her parents everything, and she said they
were very understanding.
Now 27 she looked at me with a big smile on her face
and said that she had been baptized earlier that year and
now led a youth group of teenagers and was the youth leader
for the local district. She then said, “Never give up praying
because if God can reach me, He can reach anyone.”
In the book, “Ten Who Came Back,” interviews were
carried out with former Seventh-day Adventists who had
found their way back to the church. In the conclusion the
authors noted; “No matter how long one has been away,
returning remains an option” (Lale and Habada,1998).
That is a key point that can be built upon in any ministry
for prodigals.
In the same book it was noted that “Eight out of ten
persons interviewed expressed memories of early childhood Adventism that reminded them of happy times in the
church” (ibid). The key seems to be how to build on these
positive memories and use them as a catalyst for change.
It is clear that while some do find their way back to
church, not enough do. We must be intentional in reaching
out to them (Luke 15). I believe this will include the need
for transition groups, or youth friendly churches, geared
to meeting the needs of returning youth.
In the next section I wish to put the model of familybased youth ministry and the strategies outlined into a
context where I believe they can be best applied.

Churches of Refuge

In the Trans-European Division (TED) we have looked
at the concept of providing a place of refuge or safe haven
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for our youth. The church always was a place of refuge and
needs to be so again.
This is a model taken from the Old Testament Cities of
Refuge. Numbers 35:9-15; Deuteronomy 4:41-43; 19:1-3;
and Joshua 20:8-9 describe cities that were strategically
located as places of sanctuary or refuge where people could
flee in times of dire need. This concept included the idea of
protection, mediation, and long-term care. These attributes
can be re-created today but this time in a church setting.
We have followed a process which commenced at the
TED Youth Advisory held in Norway during the latter part
of 2007. Ron Whitehead from Andrews University was a
guest speaker, and a conversation we had at this time led to
a significant break-out group discussion on the topic. This
culminated in a small group later arriving at the following
criteria for such Churches of Refuge today. The criteria and
action plans are dynamic and open to change, but they lay
the basis for a program that has since been accepted by the
TED Executive Committee (See the Whitehead paper in
this collection).
The vision for TED Churches of Refuge is: A church
of refuge is a church that is intentional about young people,
ensuring that young people feel protected, are valued, and
can get involved.

Criteria and Action Steps

Ten Criteria with accompanying Action Steps have
been established to date and are outlined in Appendix 1 at
the end of this paper. The first three of the ten criteria focus
on the need to unconditionally accept young people and
to be intentional in assisting their faith development. This
includes young people being involved in the development of
the church’s vision--communicating to young people both
what they can expect from the church as well as sharing the
opportunities to be involved in the mission of the church.
Criteria four and five deal expressly with the churches
intention to actively seek to contact young people moving
into the vicinity, as well as being committed to staying in
contact with anyone who, for whatever reason, has taken
a break from church fellowship. The action points accompanying criteria five were very specifically aimed at creating an extensive list of all inactive youth, contacting them
with the aim of sensitively starting visiting, and holding a
homecoming Sabbath as part of a three month re-encounter
program. This stressed the importance of Strategic Theme
3 (Reclamation) from the General Conference plan.
Criterion six dealt with systematically praying for all of
the young people. This criterion in particular met some of
the main points highlighted by the focus groups. The last
criterion dealt with the practical issues of providing a youth
elder, integrating young people into the leadership of the
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church, providing physical space for them, and having a
substantial budget for their care and support
The Strategic Plan was presented to the TED Executive
Committee’s Spring Meeting in May 2008. At this time
three actions were voted. 1. Record receipt of the Churches
of Refuge document with the TED Youth Dept. to further
prepare a Plan of Action for developing the concept. 2. Aim
to plant 25 Church of Refuge type churches--one refuge
church per country-- where young people with challenges
can be embraced and their immediate needs are met. 3.
Incorporate the Churches of Refuge criteria and action
steps in the TED Relay training program.
Since that time the planning group has met again to
prepare an eight-point plan of action. This includes a process of identifying and launching pilot projects with a view
to both evaluating them and also launching a full program
in 2009. The story is not yet complete, but it does offer hope
that those who seek to return will find a church community
that is waiting to welcome them home. A church of refuge
will be one where the welcome is that of the Father in the
parable of Luke 15 and not that of the older brother!

Summary

It is my firm belief that many inactive members will
look to return home at some time in their lives. It may
be that this will happen in both larger numbers and also
sooner than was once thought possible.
At the start of this paper I reflected that there is one
group that has grown daily, and that is believers who no
longer attend church. In his recent book, Re- Emerging
Church (Standing, 2008), Roger Standing argues that there
is a defined sociological group, Baby Boomers born between
1946 and 1964, who are now facing retirement. He feels
that this is a watershed moment with the inevitable aging
process bringing them to face their own mortality and the
big questions in life concerning what next and what happens after death.
The first of the baby boomers will hit retirement age
in 2011. Standing feels that the issues of “roots and identity” will play a very significant role and that many of this
generation will seek out the denominations of their youth.
This is the last generation that actually does have roots in
church, be it Sunday (Sabbath) school, chapel, or some type
of Christian camp or youth experience.
It is expected that this group, almost on a whim, will
look to try out the church they knew best from their youth
once more. The challenge is that we may get only one roll
of the dice, and if they do not find their needs met this
time, they may leave never to return. The question is: Are
we ready for this to happen?

I believe that these concepts of roots and identity are
important to all ages. Whether they are boomers or from
another defined sociological group, inactive Seventh-day
Adventists do have a church background. Also there may
come other times before retirement, when their lives are
destabilized, and they too are faced with the same big
questions in life. It may be marriage, the birth of a child,
or even the loss of a job or the passing of a parent. At such
time many will look for re-assurance in a familiar setting.
The church must be intentional about both seeking those
who have entered a post-church experience and also in
wishing to welcome them back. There undoubtedly will
be challenges, as not all will return with relationships that
fit neatly into a traditional family structure. The church
must be willing to face these issues and truly be a place of
refuge once more.
The bottom line is that we are the church, so we must
all take responsibility for this and accept the collective
responsibility of being our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers.
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APPENDIX 1- Criteria And Action Steps
CRITERIA

ACTION STEPS

1. The church’s main focus is to
unconditionally accept young
people and be intentional in
assisting their faith development.

A church of refuge accepts the different ‘youth’ stages of faith. Communicating
these stages to the wider church congregation. Learning to accept them for
who they are, not for what we want them to be or do.
The following stages should inform our activities and plans:
From 6-12 At this stage kids reflect the faith of their parents. A church of refuge
will therefore encourage and resource parents to have a living faith enabling
them to share this with their children in a natural way. (e.g. Kids in Discipleship)
From 12-16 Helping them to discover a holistic identity which they want
to commit to through baptism. This holistic identity should enable them to
engage relevantly with the wider society. Possible resources in helping with this
process are: identity-confirming activities (e.g.: Absolute Nine, Underground).
From 16-25 committed to helping them move from a corporate to a personal
faith identity. Helping them with questions about the corporate identity to
which they committed in the previous stage. Creating an thinking climate in
which young people can explore how their faith makes a difference in real life
issues. (e.g. Relay)

2. Intentionally includes young
people in the development and
ongoing evaluation of its aims
and vision, and where all young
people are aware of the vision.

A church of refuge has or develops a mission and a vision for the local
community. A church of refuge sees its youth as an integral part of the
church and therefore actively seeks to include its youth in its vision and
mission. She communicates this vision clearly to its youth by sharing it
and asking involvement during its development and evaluating it regularly
together with its youth.
Vision Development
In the development of the mission and vision for the congregation, the
leadership of the church asks actively the input of the young people.
This can be done either through the involvement of youth in the vision
committee or a special meeting with the young people. Young people are
seen as an essential group who needs to own the vision of the church.
Evaluation of the vision and programme
The leadership actively assists the youth in evaluating the different
programmes the church offers. This can be done either through a survey or
a direct discussion with the youth. The leadership commits itself in taking
these comments seriously.
Throughout the whole process a church of refuge is fully aware that
depending on the stage of faith development, youth will be more or
less involved in the vision of the church or in the development of this
vision. Regardless of the response of the young people, the leadership will
nevertheless persist in their commitment to engaging young people in the
vision of the church.
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CRITERIA

ACTION STEPS

3. A church that clearly
communicates to their young
people what they can expect
and provides opportunities for
young people to get involved in
the mission of the church.

A church of refuge will make a charter so that young people will know
what to expect in your church. Such a charter will define for the church its
commitment to young people and communicate to young people something
of the churches philosophy and value system.
A charter could look something like this:
Because our church’s main focus is young people and their faith development,
we want to assure you that when you come to our church you can expect the
following to be in place:
1. You will be greeted in a comfortable and non-threatening way.
2. There will be a well run and resourced Sabbath School class which is
relevant to your age group and which will be discussing issues you are
interested in.
3. Our worship service will be made with young people in mind. We will
do that by involving young people in the planning and running of our
worship service.
4. Our church is an inclusive church. We will therefore listen to and respect
your theological thoughts and questions. This is a church where we believe
we can learn from each other.
5. This is a church which will regularly seek your thoughts and advice in
conjunction with the mission and vision of the church. We welcome
positive input from young people. Further, we will encourage, though
without pressure, ownership of that vision and its implementation.
6. Because our church is a church which cares passionately for young people,
you can expect to be prayed for on a regular basis.
7. You can expect regular opportunities for social togetherness. Many of
these activities will take place in our dedicated youth room.
It is our hope that you will make this church your spiritual home and that you
find this an inclusive church which welcomes you for who you are and will
engage positively with the contributions that you make.
Should you have input on anything in our church you are welcome to contact...
So and so on this and that...
Such a charter should not be so ambitious that a church of refuge does not
manage to deliver. Make sure that what you write in your charter is well
within what you are able to do. And then plan well, and communicate the
charter on a regular basis to all core members and leaders. The charter needs
to be central to the church calendar, sermon themes, and board meetings.
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CRITERIA

ACTION STEPS

4. Committed to actively seeking
and getting in contact with young
people who are moving, or have
moved, into your vicinity.

A church of refuge will know that every academic year, students are leaving
home and arriving in university/college settings.
Knowing this, the church will seek to identify and establish contact with new
students moving into their area. The Conference may be able to help with this.
Having located a new student the following guidelines should be observed:
1. The church of refuge will seek to make contact immediately with any student
moving into their church area.
2. That each student be provided with a student pack. This could include the
churches charter, services, youth activities and small group and Bible study possibilities.
3. That each church of refuge sets aside a month at the beginning of the academic
year focused on students.
A church of refuge will also be aware of students who are leaving and moving
to another area. They will have systems in place to make sure that the receiving
church is informed of the arrival of this student. The church will continue to
be a place of refuge for the outgoing student by staying in contact while they
are away and keeping them up to date with church news.

5. Committed to staying in contact with anyone who for whatever reason has taken a break
from active church fellowship.

A church of refuge should assess the membership retention capacity with regard
to all young people connected to the church. This will require careful review of
all records, checking for absent members and mapping your church according
to: core, committed, crowd, and fringe or inactive members.
In mapping the church go back over the past five years and be aware of important
local patterns including age ranges and male/female ratios of absent members.
Assessment of the situation should be followed by deliberate steps to address
the situation. This would include recruiting and training a team of volunteers to
re-connect with those who have discontinued church fellowship.
In addressing the situation the following points of emphases could be incorporated:
a) Create an extensive list of all fringe or inactive youth.
b) Call young people who are not attending and invite them to social activities.
(take attention of damaged relationships)
c) Sensitively start volunteer group visits of inactive youth.
d) Have an annual 3 month re-encounter programme specifically arranged
with returning youth in mind. These three months would include the education of the church so that they can be friendly and warm toward returning
young people, an annual “Homecoming Sabbath” and a system for including
returning young people in the life of the church.
e) Organize a youth mentoring programme - each returning young person
should be linked with an established believer who can help him or her.
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CRITERIA

ACTION STEPS

6. Committed to systematically
and sensitively pray for all of its
young people.

Our young people need the prayers of their church. A church of refuge
has a systematic prayer ministry for young people through which they will
be blessed and know that they are cared for while the church as a whole will
become more conscious of the task and responsibility they have toward their
young people. The prayer ministry should be:
Systematic: Maybe 1 to 3 specific young people could be prayed for each week,
covering all the church’s young people in the course of a quarter. This could
be done through the church’s prayer ministry, Sabbath school, or by involving
the older people in the church. How about engaging those who are not able
to physically support the youth programme, especially those who are home
bound? A church of refuge should be a church where all are involved in the
project. Prayer for the young people is a way of engaging the whole church in
the values presented in this document.
Sensitive: Divine service may not be the ideal time to name names. A prayer
ministry needs to be aware that many young people have a need to be low key.
There may be specific issues that would be unwise to take up in a public setting. Prayer, especially public prayer, should be positive and avoid embarrassing
individuals and families. It is advised that a prayer list be made that includes
every young person, not just those we deem to be in special need of prayer. This
will avoid anyone feeling that they have been singled out or forgotten.
Inclusive: It is suggested that the prayer programme would include present attendees, church young people who have moved temporarily away, young
people who no longer attend, and young people who occasionally attend. In
other words, all young people that the church has any contact with.
An effective prayer ministry for young people will help the church internalize
the values outlined in this document as well as helping young people to know
that they are cared for and accepted by the church of refuge.
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CRITERIA

ACTION STEPS

7. A designated youth elder,
someone with a feeling for young
people, aware of their spiritual
journey, appointed by and member of the church board.

A church of refuge takes the youth seriously by appointing a youth elder, who
is approachable by youth, and respected by both young people and the leadership of the church. The youth elder will be a voice for the young people at the
church board (in addition to the youth leader) and is interested in the youth
for who they are and guides them in their spiritual journey.
The youth elder will also function as a confidential advisor on issues the youth
might face. He also advises, coaches and trains young persons for leadership.
As a regular elder the youth elder is part of the elder’s team and as a youth
leader he is part of the regular youth leadership team where he will function as
a mentor. The youth elder, together with the local pastor and the youth leader
are the first point of call for the youth director in developing and evaluating
the church of refuge programme.

8. A church of refuge will seek
to integrate young people in the
leadership of the church.
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The seriousness with which a church takes young people is often indicated by
the involvement of young people in leadership at all levels of the church. Youth
involvement in leadership will lead to ownership by the youth and positive
input by the youth in terms of the churches programmes and mission.
Therefore a church of refuge will have the following in place:
1. A minimum of 2 young people under the age of 26 on the church board.
2. A close working and mentoring relationship between the youth representatives on the board and the youth elder who will often have greater
experience and whose mandate as youth elder includes the mentoring and
coaching of young people in leadership.
3. There will be training in youth leadership and follow up with the aim of
ensuring that leadership for young people is a positive experience with
which they are able to succeed and do well.
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ACTION STEPS

9. Provides a physical meeting
space for young people, with the
opportunities to socialize.

The evangelistic strategy of the church should provide means for young people
to meet together and nurture their faith. This would include both a physical
meeting place to socialize (where possible) and also by providing intentional
worship services at the church as well as other off-site spiritual retreats.
The church provides youth with a safe haven and helps to build community.
It can be used in a variety of ways including counselling, networking, training
and socializing. It is important that it can be used throughout the week and
not just on Sabbath.
Youth leaders and other adult mentors can and should join with young people
on an informal basis, as well as for designated meetings. The core members of
the youth group, and/or youth committee, should be allowed to both create
and own the necessary rules for such a room or retreat.
The intentional provision of a dedicated and creative prayer room, or chapel
tent, where youth can retreat to and spend time in private contemplation should
be provided whenever possible.

10. Having a substantial dedicated youth budget with a focus
on resources for meaningful
youth ministry, with consultation of the young people.

A church of refuge whose vision is to bring the passionate love of God to all will
recognize that there is no future for the church without meaningful investment of a wide range of resources in their youth work. This will necessitate
the church setting aside and making available adequate financial resources
to facilitate such a ministry where the youth can feel valued and a sense of
ownership of the ministry of the church. These finances are needed in order
to make this ministry a reality.
Church financial resources must be prepared in consultation with and not
excluding:
a. All the youth themselves to ascertain the accuracy of the ministry being
proposed and its relevance, both to themselves and to their peers whom they
are trying to reach with the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
b. The elected youth leadership and their team.
c. The leadership of the church; who will have ministry to youth high on their
agenda as part of a strategy of retention, involvement and ownership.
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Ennui, Entertainment,
Or Encounter?

Cultivating the Climate for a
Transformational Approach to Leadership
Keren A. Toms
Chaplain for Outreach
Andrews University

Abstract

After studying the various qualities that have made for effective leaders, both in Bible times and in more
recent church history, it is apparent that some were empowered by a guardian/guide mentality, others
an entertainer/enabler mindset, and others possessed a difficult to define but easily recognizable cluster
of virtues that enabled them, through their passion for mission and love for people, to be creative and
observable role models for what recent leadership experts have termed transformational leaders. Creating
a climate for the selection and the empowerment of transformational leaders is key for a successful youth
ministry in the new millennium.

T

We Are Facing a Crisis

here is no argument. It is probable that by the
time Seventh-day Adventist teenagers in North
America reach their middle 20s, somewhere
between 40 percent and 50 percent will have
left the church (Dudley, 2000, p. 35). However, if youth
are leaving our church, it is safe to conclude that there is
either a crisis of followership, or a crisis of leadership, or
both. Kenda Creasy Dean (2004) states that, “Eventually,
adolescents select those external standards to which they
wish to conform, but first the external standards choose
them” (p. 12). When we allow for the idea that adult influences are predominate in the shaping of attitudes and
behaviors in the succeeding generation as Dean suggests,
then it becomes apparent that the primary issue lies with
leadership. “If youth invest their passions elsewhere (and
statistics overwhelmingly suggest that they do), then the
church must receive this news as a judgment not on adolescents, but on us” (p. 25).
What has emerged in recent studies, such as Valuegenesis I and II, is that during the period of adolescence
there is a heightened sensitivity to the apparent ability to
empathize with the every day experiences to which young
people of that generation are called to make an ethical
response. In short, young people prefer leaders or teachers
who seem closer connected by age (Gillespie, Donahue,

Gane, & Boyatt, 2004, p. 215). Perhaps this is not so much
prejudicial as it is a consequence of the predictable falloff in
effective communication due to what the Boomer generation coined “the Generation Gap.”
The purpose of this article is to explore the factors in
leadership recruitment, empowerment, and leaders’ behavioral decisions that result in three divergent experiences on
the part of the youth. Leaders can take the approach of, “give
them what we want,” “give them what they want,” or a more
powerful, yet relatively more difficult to achieve alternative:
“give them what they need.” The first approach will inevitably
lead to boredom, disenchantment, or ennui. Following the
second mantra merely provides entertainment as though it
were an end in itself. But the third alternative is not satisfied
until a life-changing encounter occurs.

Why New Destinations Require New
Modalities

Tradition has the force of aphoristic value. Those
who adhere to traditional approaches in leadership can be
heard expressing their preference for the “tried and true.”
What many traditionalists fail to understand is that just
as our modern culture has accelerated the change due to
technological progress, it has also replaced old modalities
of attitude formation and behavioral modification. This
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has reached into the domain of conversation, word choice,
and communication. The listener is in need of hearing
something newly personal, yet what many communicators can offer are only the collective, stale thoughts of a
system embraced by the church’s hierarchy. In spite of the
fact that this may seem to be a modern problem, Scriptural
precedents inform us of the truth and consequences of this
unfortunate situation. It often took supernatural effects
before leaders such as Moses or Elijah were able to reach
their audience and obtain a significant attitudinal shift.
While the average youth leader today no longer possesses access to that kind of support system, there are those
who still adopt a similar prophetic model as they seek to
give leadership within the church. It is one thing to speak,
believing it is what God wants you to say simply because it
serves the interest of the church. It is quite another to find
the reception of any such truth in the listener. As Steve
Daily (1993) confessed, “I was force-fed from the tree of
knowledge to such a degree that I lost my appetite for the
tree of life” (p. 67). Perhaps this gives an understanding
why he concludes that, “doctrine serves healthy religion
only as it serves humanity” (p. 49). It is apparent that traditional Christianity, zealous though it may be, if tainted by
misinformed or misguided teachers, will instead of creating loving, merciful, tolerant, affirming, and emotionally
healthy human beings will instead increase tendencies to
bigotry, sexism, intolerance, rigidity, racism, and a deficit
of healthy self-acceptance (p. 45).
Having stated the perils of strict religious orthodoxy
without a leavening spirit of understanding love for
humanity, it is important that the transmission of the laws
undergirding spiritual vitality be done so by a mentor
or guardian/guide. Paul makes reference of this need in
Ephesians when he says, “It was he who gave some to be
apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and
some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people
for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built
up” (Ephesians 4:11-12, New International Version).
In Exodus, the narrative repeatedly documents how
Moses would meet with the Lord and listen carefully to
His instructions, at times actually transcribing significant
material in detail, to share with the congregation. This is
particularly visible in the detailed list of the tabernacle
blueprints contained in chapters 25 through 30 and the
documentation of the careful adherence to these plans in
chapters 36 through 40. Now while he carefully followed
the instructions of the Lord, in relaying these messages to
the Israelites, he often found a spirit of discontentment
with the message. He was often accused of taking too
much upon himself over diet as seen in Numbers chapter
11 (vv. 1-15, 31-35), his selection of wife, chapter 12 (vv.
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1-15), the report of the spies in chapter 13 (vv. 1-33) and
14 (vv. 1-38), and prerogative of leadership in chapter 16
(vv. 1-50). It was precisely because he had an inside connection with the Source of power that his peers, including
his own sister, exhibited signs of envy and mistrust. God
supernaturally rescued Moses from this dilemma because
it was imperative that the people have guidance. Revelation does not always carry with it the persuasive element
of logic or rational proof. There are times when faith must
move ahead of the acquisition of evidence. During this
period, such faith is called blind because it walks, not on
what it sees, but on what it hopes to see or expects to see.
In spite of the many evidences of the validity of this style of
leadership, the people repeatedly murmured, complained,
and even rebelled.
Like Moses before him, Elijah also found his life in
jeopardy when others in power failed to receive his revelation
from God in faith. Ahab pursued him, and he was forced to
find refuge, first in the wilderness (I Kings 17:3), and then
at God’s direction, in the household of a woman considered
“among the heathen,” the widow of Zarephath (v. 9).

Ennui Anyone?

The rejection of the traditional guardian/guide by many
youth is not met with the violence of Biblical proportions.
Today, it suffices to simply “check-out” due to boredom. As
one popular music group describes in a song, “In my head
there’s a greyhound station / Where I send my thoughts to
far off destinations / So they may have a chance of finding a
place / Where they’re far more suited than here” (Gibbard,
2005, 2). Or perhaps it results by playing games during an
instructional class, whispering and carrying on competitive
communication among one’s peers, or by simply stopping
attending altogether. The youth leader as guardian/guide
may be faithful but ultimately becomes a one-trick pony.
Anciently, this difficulty was resolved by God through
pairing the guardian/guide with another individual of different temperament and talent. To Moses, God gave Aaron;
to Elijah, Elisha. These pairings reveal the need for complementary resources in leadership. However, many leaders
find themselves alone, and so they choose between the
guardian/guide persona and its compliment: the enabler/
entertainer. Often, its modern interpretation is to simply
be an entertainer.

Enabled and Entertained

We might accord Aaron a similar timeless reference as
we have for Moses, except for the debacle surrounding the
golden calf (Exodus 32). Here the fundamental weakness
of the enabler/entertainer is revealed in all of its potential
baleful consequence. As a management style, it provides
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short term cooperation, even enthusiasm. Such leaders are
Lee goes on to quote Robert Greenleaf with the followpopular; they serve the church by filling its congregation ing idea. In the context of transformational youth leaderat every appointment or scheduled event. They are often ship, one major task would be to heal from alienation and
charismatic and personable, which enables them to easily cynicism to where the young person is freed to exhibit lovconnect with youth. Ultimately, though it is not always as ing and faith behaviors (Lee, p. 37). In fact, the number one
clearly visible as in the narrative of the golden calf, it is the reason people have left the Seventh-day Adventist Church
followers, not the leader, that determine the agenda.
has been due to relational conflicts (Haffner, 2002, p. 38).
Elisha, having a double portion of Elijah’s Spirit from
Another transformational task is to build followers into
God, appears to avoid many of the weaknesses of an enabler/ leaders and to enable potentially good leaders to become,
entertainer. He never allows the congregation, or the ben- instead, great leaders. Certainly Moses, Aaron, Elijah, and
eficiaries of his ministry, to set the agenda; rather he spends Elisha discovered ways to change their followers in dimenhis years in ministry building up the faith through estab- sions of spiritual significance. The annals of the reign of
lishing systematic centers for inculcating true faith among kings David and Solomon even more dramatically spotlight
the youth called the Schools of the Prophets. One story will what can happen when transformational leadership matches
suffice to illustrate this close connection with the young. In the challenge of a generation’s spiritual needs.
A new modality is shown in the post-literate generathe accidental separation of the ax head from its handle and
its plummet into the muddy currents
tion of today. The current western
of the Jordan River, we see Elisha right
generation tends to learn through
“The transforming leader
there, capable of rendering immediate
different media. Television, radio,
assistance (II Kings 6:1-7). But he was
telephone, and computer usage open
recognizes and exploits an
there because he said, “Yes,” when he
the doorway for drama, news, music,
existing need of demand
was asked to go with the youth. An
interactive graphics, discussion, and
of a potential follower. But,
enabler at its finest is good, but Elisha
internet use, which do not rely on
beyond that, the transforming
was more than an enabler; he built
literacy, but rather use it as a stepping
transformational relationships with
stone for the manipulation of transleader looks for potential
young people as well. Elisha was not
mission of information (Jenkins,
motives in followers, seeks
merely working for an organization;
para. 5). It is because of this presence
to satisfy higher needs, and
he was working for both individual
that youth leaders are faced with a
engages the full person of the
and corporate renewal of faith.
new challenge.
Most leaders who see themselves
Traditionally, a team united
follower.”
as guardian/guides, and most leaders
in thought and action can tackle a
who would say they are enablers/
controversial challenge, a motivated
entertainers, often approach their relationship with their team can take on an unpleasant challenge, and an experifollowers with an eye for exchanging one thing for another enced team is able to tackle the Everest-sized challenges.
(Lee, 2003, p. 35). A guardian/guide may say, “If you want But to take on a new challenge, a forward-thinking and
to get to a certain place, follow me.” Thus, obedience is the creative team is needed (Maxwell, 2001, p. 49).
price to achieve one’s goal. Similarly, the enabler/entertainer
may say, “If you attend this meeting, I promise you will Encounter
enjoy it!”
Once again, God’s word offers a typological template
Transforming leadership is far more potent, yet is more for precisely this type of leadership in the inter-generational
complex. James MacGregor Burns is quoted by Lee saying: team of King David and his son, King Solomon. David’s
The transforming leader recognizes and exploits creative vision, passed on to Solomon, transformed the
an existing need of demand of a potential follower. But, richness of the scope of the worship of God. The temple
beyond that, the transforming leader looks for potential was enlarged, becoming a global wonder. Through this
motives in followers, seeks to satisfy higher needs, and vision, the profession of the priest became elevated society.
engages the full person of the follower. The result of trans- By separating the various families within the Levites, each
forming leadership is a relationship of mutual stimulation priest served two weeks in Jerusalem and then was allowed
and elevation that converts followers into leaders and may to return home. A similar organization was setup for Levconvert leaders into moral agents. (pp. 35, 36)
ites not of Aaron’s lineage to care for the structure of the
temple and its warehouse of sacred utensils (I Chronicles
24:5,18-24). A third class of professionals, the family of
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Asaph, was selected to lead in both the singing of psalms
and in the orchestration, or musical accompaniment of
such. This musical ensemble was originally composed of
288 individuals (25:1-7); all of them of the temperament
of artisans and creative people. Their new psalms and new
music were welcomed and celebrated. At times, tradition
bound individuals, such as David’s own wife, perhaps
experienced offense at these new songs (II Samuel 6:16, 21),
but through the leadership of David there was a national
renewal and expansion of the influence of worship in daily
community life (I Chronicles 26:26).
David had envisioned this throughout his life, but the
security of the nation absorbed his energies, and as a man
of war God did not allow these plans to come to fruition (I
Chronicles 28:3). Instead, he turned over the plans to his
son Solomon who, like his father, retained the creativity
of thought and action (28:6). Though he often repeats that
there is nothing new under the sun, the shape of innovation
would appear to be a fusion and adaptation of some of the
best of themes within traditional worship modalities with
a contemporary interpretation. This should not be seen as
blasphemous, compromising, or at worst apostatizing; it is
simply allowing the freedom of creativity.
The church, in wanting to feel safe, has typically put
into positions of leadership the “guardian” of faith, one
who keeps standards and does little to upset the status quo.
However, to get to “encounter” will require a leader who
will retain the need to guard while bypassing the desire
to merely pander and entertain, and instead encompass
both, seeking to constrain young people to the practice of
their faith. This leader is willing to risk the introduction
of adaptive forms, new forms, and processes in worship in
order for youth to gain a current experience in matters of
faith, instead of a canned, or solely emotional experience.
The paradigm shift is in choosing the artistic-guardian as a
leader instead of the guardian alone. Even a guardian who
really loves youth will only be moderately successful.
There has never been an argument that the church
needs leaders who are faithful; but perhaps it is a more
courageous statement to say that they church is in more
need now than ever of leaders who are willing to assume
the risk of creative endeavor to more successfully meet the
needs of the current generation to whom the gospel must
be communicated in a way it can be received. Perhaps there
is no better way to summarize the sense of urgency then to
share this challenge observed by Kenda Creasy Dean:
The theological challenge youth pose to the church
is blunt: Are we who we say we are? Do we practice passion, transformed by a Love who never disappoints, and
live by faith so convincing that we stake our lives on it?
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Or are we just another sagging social convention, like
Dracula, that needs young blood to survive? (p. 25).
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An Adventist Identity for
Postmodern Youth
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Abstract

During the teenage period, a youth shapes his or her identity in confirmation with the group he or she
belongs to. The identity our church provides at that stage is a particular modern identity shaped by a
modern rational world-view. At a later stage, our youth will find themselves in conflict with the identity
provided by the church and their own mainly postmodern world-view. In this paper, I will explore the
possible changes in our identity that will have to take place in order to accommodate the postmodern
world-view. I will also argue that the church has to accommodate this world-view, though not uncritically, as it is no longer an option. I hope that this will enable us to find the boundaries of our flexibility
and our willingness to adapt to a new way of thinking.

A

profound feeling of urgency seems to take hold of
youth workers, pastors, and directors, specifically
in the western hemisphere. Even though the
General Conference brings promising reports
of church growth and expansion forward, one cannot
escape the problem of “youth retention” or “membership
retention.” Specifically, with the second, third, and fourth
generation, the church faces a huge difficulty in retaining
its membership. Linked to this challenge is the awareness
of an emerging world-view, which seems to challenge the
church’s predominate world-view resulting in a possible
identity crisis.
Our youth are confronted with both challenges at the
same time. On the one hand, our youth are carving out
their identity, and on the other hand, they have adopted
a postmodern world-view that causes tension with the
church’s world-view. I will explore the relationship between
the provided identity of the church and the postmodern
world-view and how our church may have to adapt their
provided identity to enable our youth to be both Adventist
and postmodern.

In Search of Identity

James Fowler in his book Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning
introduces a faith-development theory that identifies six
distinct stages of faith. These stages have been identified
after extended research in other psychological theories as

well as numerous interviews with people from all ages and
religious backgrounds. Fowler has a very wide definition
of faith; it is defined as a universal quality of life in which
someone relates to someone or something else. Often this
quality of life is shaped by a religion, but it is not the same
thing (Fowler, 1981). One could say Fowler has identified
stages of faith interaction. The different descriptions of the
stages, however, do fit the more narrow definition of faith
as used by Christian organizations.
Out of the six identified stages, only stages three and
four are relevant for this paper. The other stages deal
mainly with a younger audience, pre-teen or a much more
mature audience, thirty-plus. Stage 3 is identified as the
synthetic-conventional stage, and it generally applies to the
teenage stage of life; however, Fowler indicates that all ages
feel comfortable at this stage. Jack Pressau, in his book I’m
Saved, You’re Saved – Maybe (1977) describes this stage
as having that “arrived feel” to it; many believers do not
develop beyond this stage, and many churches operate at
this stage of faith.
The synthetic-conventional stage is characterized by
the idea of developing an integrated identity (the synthetic
element) which is derived from a group of significant others
(the conventional element). These significant others may
be their school or neighborhood peers, but also their youth
group or church leaders. The youth are trying to make
sense of their lives and use significant others to provide
their identity. This often results in the adoption of deep
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convictions, which are not critically examined and often
unaware. “At stage 3 a person has an ideology, a more or
less consistent clustering of values and beliefs, but he or she
has not objectified these for examination and in a sense is
unaware of having them” (Fowler, 1981, p. 173).
Teenagers, especially in their late teens, are greatly committed to the identity they adopt at this stage. Even though
research has not yet been
done on this topic, indirectly the Valuegenesis
“Postmodernism seems
study may provide some
to be the new buzz word,
insight. In my experiespecially among church
ence there seems to be
leaders and evangelists, the
an apparent contradicformer often identifying
tion in the orthodoxy and
orthopraxies of youth.
it with the cause of all
Late teenagers seem to be
problems, the latter as the
very much attracted to a
justification to adopt new
very orthodox version
evangelistic approaches.”
of our faith and, therefore, a clear identity, yet
in practice they appear
very moderate. A teenager may be very orthodox when
it comes down to our doctrines, yet at the same time not
have a problem with alcohol or certain uncommon behavior
during Sabbath hours (e.g., shopping, sports, etc.).
Fowler identifies this apparent conflict or contradiction
as compartmentalization. A youth tries to compartmentalize
his life as he moves from one role to the next. These theaters of
action are different roles a youth has to live up to. This living
up to is something characteristic of this stage. Self-identity
is tied up very closely to the judgments and expectations of
the significant others. Another strategy to live up to these
expectations is a hierarchy of authorities, whereby the expectations and authority of one group is seen as primary and
others must fall below these (Fowler, 1981).
At this stage, youth are very much committed to a
church and experience it as an extended family to whom
one needs to stay loyal. In general, conflict is avoided,
and new critical ideas are not thought of as a positive
contribution to the “family.” Churches that reinforce the
idea of having arrived at, as suggested by Pressau, tend to
be attractive to the believers at this stage, as they provide a
walled in religious commitment, a clear identity. Generally,
any change in policy or practice by a significant other or
officially sanctioned leaders will lead to a crisis in faith or
serious objections.
The Seventh-day Adventist Church functions largely
at this stage. It provides, mainly in its outreach, a walledin religious commitment. In its official and its informal
teachings, it upholds an exclusive faith and identity, whereby
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others, even of the same religion (e.g., Christians), are seen
as fundamentally different. Any changes in official policy,
awareness of diversity in praxis or seemingly contradictory
behavior of official leaders, is seen as an undermining of
the church’s identity and ultimately of one’s own identity.
Fowler suggests that his Faith Development Theory
describes not only a personal development but also a
societal development whereby the different stages, particularly stages two, three, and four, describe the pre-modern,
modern, and postmodern world-views (Fowler, 2001,
p. 163). Applied to the Adventist situation the church is
mainly operating at the third stage and, therefore, with a
predominate modern world-view.
Karen Armstrong in her book The Battle for God identifies the Seventh-day Adventist Church as a typical modern
rationalistic church. She identifies two elements that justify
this identification. First, our calculated interpretation of
the prophecies and our rationalistic approach to the Bible
is seen as a characteristic of the modern era. The second
is our democratization of the Bible, the idea that everyone
can read and interpret the Bible, a founding principle of our
hermeneutics (Armstrong, 2001, p. 110). We may not find
anything offensive in her characterization, as both elements
are a characteristic of who we are. Yet these make us also
a church with a typical modern world-view.
Several elements cause the provided identity of the
church to be in conflict with the world-view and thinking
of our teenagers and specifically our young adults. We will
explore these elements, as they are a key in understanding
the need to adjust our identity. Three elements that can
be identified are societal changes in world-views, church
practice, and the upward mobility of our youth.

Societal Changes in Worldviews

Postmodernism seems to be the new buzz word, especially among church leaders and evangelists, the former
often identifying it with the cause of all problems, the latter
as the justification to adopt new evangelistic approaches.
Even though philosophers, such as Steven Best and Douglas
Kellner (1997), are still debating whether the current worldview, which is identified as postmodern, is really a transition
between the modern era and the postmodern era, making
it effectively still part of the modern era, or whether the
change in thinking is significant enough to identify it as a
new era, all agree that the modern era is coming to an end.
Scherer and Bevans in their book New Directions
in Mission and Evangelization (1994) identify seven elements of epochal change in our world. These elements have
contributed to the development of what is now called the
postmodern world-view, making the world-view irreversible. These elements are:
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1.

We now live in a pluricentric, rather than westerndominated world, despite the fact the cold war is now
over.
2. Structures of oppression and exploitation are today
being challenged as never before.
3. A profound feeling of ambiguity exists about the value
of western technology and development and the older
idea of ‘progress’.
4. We inhabit a shrinking global village with finite
resources, and this calls for growing mutual interdependence.
5. Humans are for the first time aware of their capacity
to destroy the earth and make it uninhabitable for
future generations.
6. Societies everywhere now seek their own local cultural identities and reject slavish imitation of western
models;
7. Freedom of religion and greater awareness of other
faiths force Christians to re-evaluate their own earlier
attitudes toward other faiths.
Many believers, especially in the third stage of faith,
have a difficult time accepting the paradigm shift that these
epochal changes have caused. They object to the relativistic
approach to truth, the impossibility of transferring meaning
and truth, and the allowance of diversity and differences
among believers.
Elements 1, 3 and 7 are main contributors to the relativistic approach to truth. Furthermore the realization that
language as transference of meaning is not referential but
rather contextual has also contributed to this approach.
Whereas in the modern world-view language, and especially
texts, were seen as referential to the ideas of the writer, the
postmodern world-view realizes that the ideas of the writer
can never be traced again. A modern world-view would
create different theological tools to dissect the text in order
to discover the meaning of the text and therefore discover
what the writer intended. The postmodern world-view will
admit that it is the reader, in his or her social context, who
will provide meaning to the text. A text in itself does not
contain meaning, nor does it carry the meaning of the author.
Our teenagers and youth may not consciously read the
Bible in this manner; however, they do apply the results of
this thinking to their reading (if they read at all). Young
people would much rather discuss what they believe the
text says to them rather than finding out what the author
meant with the text. Truth still exists, yet it is our shared
truth, not necessarily the truth.

Church Practice

Despite our predominate modern world-view, some of
our practices on the administrative level are supportive and

constructive for the development of a postmodern worldview. Our ecumenical efforts, resulting in several joint
declarations and bilateral conversations with other Christian denominations, are characteristic of a postmodern
world-view. Rather than excluding other Christians from
the truth, we recognize and appreciate the pluriformity of
the Christian community. This recognition of pluriformity
of the Christian community has been extended to our own
community, realizing that Adventist truth and praxis is
dependent on its social context.
Another factor is our principal stand on religious
freedom. As indicated by Scherer and Bevans (1994)
religious freedom contributes to the re-evaluation of one’s
own faith. This combined with mass-immigration, particularly in Western Europe, causes church administration
to converse with the newly imported religions rather than
seeking confrontation. “The encounter with experiences
or perspectives that lead to critical reflection on how one’s
beliefs and values have formed and changed, and on how
relative they are to one’s particular group or background”
is seen by Fowler as one of the factors for the breakdown
of the third stage of faith (Fowler in Stokes, 1983, p. 188).
A third praxis that contributes to a shift in worldview is our emphasis on
education. Our church
has chosen to promote
“A t h i r d p r a x i s t h at
and develop an extensive
contributes to a shift in
educational program,
world-view is our emphasis
resulting in the largest
on education.”
Protestant educational
system in the world. This
emphasis on educational
development indirectly helps our youth to move from
the Synthetic-Conventional stage to the IndividuativeReflective stage (the fourth stage).

Upward Mobility of Our Youth

This element is both caused by our educational emphasis and the life-structure the church provides for new
converts. Members in our church experience an upward
mobility, though limited, which results in the breakdown
of the third stage of faith. Education and a more complete
knowledge of the surrounding world contribute to a more
critical analysis of one’s own faith and convictions, resulting
in a more internalized and authentic faith, yet also a more
critical and non-conformist faith.
In Western Europe, this breakdown tends to develop
quicker with students of higher education, especially as these
students encounter fellow students with different worldviews, faiths, and practices. This is an indirect result of the
lack of Adventist educational institutions on the European
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continent. American Adventist youth tend to attend Adventist educational institutions, where a walled-in religion is
easier maintained.
The fourth stage, indicated as the IndividuativeReflective stage, emphasizes the individual realization of
one’s identity. People at this stage tend to hold themselves
and others more accountable for their own “authenticity,
congruence, and consistency” (Fowler & Keen, 1985, p. 70).
Through this development, youth see themselves as having
a personal autonomous identity. Fowler says the following:
A person’s reference group(s), for purposes of identification and inclusiveness in calculating moral responsibility
may be quite wide. There is at least a formal recognition
of the diversity and relativity of different group interests
and an implicit recognition of the obligation to take the
claims and perspectives of other groups (classes, ethnic
or racial groups, national communities, religious communities, and the like) into account over against one’s
own (Fowler & Keen, 1985, p. 72).
At this point, the developmental stage seems to merge
with characteristics of a postmodern world-view. The
three before-mentioned elements are resulting in Adventist
youth with a postmodern world-view, yet our church is still
providing a mainly modern identity, hence resulting in a
conflict between the provided identity and the world-view
of the youth.

Moving From a Modern Identity to a Postmodern Identity.
Jon Paulien in his latest book Everlasting Gospel, Ever
Changing World (2008) identifies ten points of change,
which characterize postmodernism:
From confidence to suspicion
From stability to disorientation
From one truth to many
From individualism to identity crisis
From individualism to community
From religion or no religion to spirituality
From atomistic to holistic
From exclusion to inclusion
From knowledge to experience
From truth-telling to story-telling

Despite having provided a short list as a definition of
postmodernism, Paulien recognizes, along with other postmodern philosophers, that postmodernism is best defined
by what it is not. Best and Kellner identify postmodernism
as a reaction against modernism (Best & Kellner, 1997).
whereas Coert Lindijer, a Dutch biblical theology professor,
identifies postmodernism as describing a relationship with
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modernism (Lindijer, 1998). Postmodernism is closely
related to modernism, yet it is best described as how it
differs from modernism.
Likewise, I would like to define an Adventist postmodern identity by identifying what it no longer is compared to
a modern perspective. The postmodern identity would no
longer lay a claim on possessing the truth; it rather takes a
more humble approach to any truth claims. Any knowledge
of God or eternal truth is only partial; no one religion or
church can claim this truth. This would have an enormous
influence on our approach to evangelism. It would also
influence our understanding and use of the creation story
in Genesis, as this entails a claim to ultimate truth.
The postmodern identity would no longer hold metanarratives in high regard. All encompassing stories, which
often are embedded in truth claims, have been shown to fail
in the last century (fascism, communism and even capitalism). The Adventist theme of the Great Controversy would
be an element to feel the pressure of postmodern thought.
Our interpretation of the prophecies would not receive the
emphasis that it normally gets in a modern worldview.
The postmodern identity would no longer feel comfortable with the “proof-text” method. A characteristic of
postmodernism is its ideas about the transference of meaning, as mentioned earlier. The proof-text method assumes
that one can use any biblical text to find out the independent
meaning of any other biblical text; the Bible explains itself.
This assumes that the biblical text has meaning of its own,
rather than a meaning given to it by the reader. Bible study
is no longer done to arrive at the true meaning of the text,
but is done to share the experience one has with the text.
The experience of religion in general would be central to
the postmodern identity; the quest for spirituality would
be regarded higher than the quest for truth.
Pete Ward in his book Liquid Church (2002) suggests that the church in the future should be more fluid, a
dynamic notion of church as a series of relationships and
communications. However, I would like to suggest a fluid
church with several beacons that would create and maintain
a shared identity. These beacons would be doctrines that
managed to be translated into praxis. Any doctrine that
remains a rational theoretical concept would not receive
the amount attention it would normally get. The doctrines
of the Sabbath, communion, baptism, and Christian living
are some of the doctrines that could function as a beacon
in the liquid church. These beacons, however, would only
remain recognizable in its praxis; its theological motivation
will ultimately change.
The postmodern identity would focus more on what is
held in common with other Christians and other believers.
Its particular praxis, unique to a particular church, would
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be seen as part of a kaleidoscope of religious experiences
and spirituality, rather than an expression of truth.
Teenagers and youth will still have to go through the
third stage of faith development, so they will still be looking for a clear identity. The identity the church provides
should help our teenagers and youth to cope with the next
stage of faith and with their postmodern world-view. Our
focus should be on providing an identity which stresses
basic Christianity, which encourages a better understanding of what we share with other Christians, and which
teaches our young people to listen to the voice of God in
the Bible. Instead of providing a radical understanding
of our particular truths, we should provide them with a
radical understanding of Christ and what it means to be a
follower of Him.

Critical Notes

Some critical notes have to be made in regard to adopting a postmodern identity. A first criticism is an apparent
moral bankruptcy; postmodernism not only relativizes
truth, it also relativizes culture. The combination of both
makes one very apprehensive in passing a moral judgment.
Why should my contextualized cultural values be superior
to someone else’s contextualized cultural values, which
might dictate him or her to act in a morally, for myself,
objectionable manner? The modern concept of universal
and shared values and norms should be maintained in a
slimmed down version, yet enough to maintain the dignity
of human life and individuals.
Another critical note would be concerning our evangelistic success. Our church has thrived on our particular
evangelistic outreach. Our approach generates a walled-in
religion being in a high degree of tension with the surrounding culture. Through this, the church offers a true
alternative for people who are dissatisfied with what the
wider culture has to offer. This idea is shared by Malcolm
Bull and Keith Lockhart (2008), who see the changes that
took place during the sixties and seventies in our church as
threat for church orthodoxy. The publication of Questions
on Doctrine in the fifties and the line of thinking initiated
by Robert Brinsmead and Desmond Ford in the seventies
were attempts to lessen the tension with the surrounding
culture and diminish differences with other Christian
churches. Adopting or accommodating a postmodern
identity would be more in line with the thinking started
in the fifties and the seventies (incidentally identified as
the start of postmodernism) which made us less effective
at evangelizing. We would have to find another aspect that
would make us different and, therefore, a true alternative
from the wide culture, yet still postmodern in outlook.

Much more can be said about postmodernism and
its influence on our message and identity. More critical
points can be made about adopting or accommodating a
postmodern identity. Yet I do believe our church has to face
the issue and has to accommodate in some way or another
newly emerging worldviews. We have to trust that God
communicates His message of hope and love in all ages and
eras. He has done so in the pre-modern era, in the modern
era, and He will do so in the postmodern era. It is up to us
whether we allow God to communicate His message to our
postmodern youth through our church or not.
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Abstract

How did youth work begin in the Adventist church? Did it start with “professionals”? What was the point
of Adventist youth groups originally? And what is the point today? This provocative paper may generate
some discussion with your youth and leadership team –and maybe even re-focus your ministry!

Sequence of the Development of Adventist
Youth Societies and Their Subsidiary
Organizations

A

lthough primary source material is limited,
historical consensus gives Luther Warren and
Harry Fenner the honor of originating the first
Adventist Young People’s Society in 1879, conceived from a desire to help their young friends experience
spiritual birth or revival (Warren, 1917).
Teenager Meade MacGuire, who was later to develop
into a prominent Adventist leader and author, organized a
second Adventist youth organization in Antigo, Wisconsin
in 1891. Several of his friends had attended evangelical
youth meetings, such as the Christian Endeavor Society
and the Epworth League, and MacGuire felt the need for
something similar within Adventism. MacGuire’s proposal
met initial firm refusal, until an elderly “saint” stepped
forward in support (MacGuire, 1917).
The first known testimony from Ellen White urging
workers to do something definite for youth came from
Australia in 1892 and was read to the General Conference
Council on January 29, 1893. Included in the testimony
was understated affirmation for the fledgling youth organizations: “. . . We want [the youth] to act a part in wellorganized plans for helping other youth” (Seventh-day
Adventist General Conference [SDAGC], 1893, p. 22).
A short time before the 1893 General Conference session, Elder A. G. Daniells organized a Junior Youth Society
in South Australia (Andross, 1920, p. 13 & 55).

The Young People’s Society of Christian Service was
organized in College View, Nebraska, in 1893 at about the
same time that the Young Women’s Dorcas Society emerged
in Battle Creek, Michigan. As young men were enlisted to
split wood and help in other ways, the name evolved to
Christian Help Band (Andross, 1920, p. 13-14). The next
year, Luther Warren, now a young adult of 29, organized
Sunshine Bands in South Dakota. By 1896 the Sunshine
Bands had proliferated sufficiently to warrant a Sunshine
Band Convention, held in Bridgewater, South Dakota
(Andross, 1920, p. 14).
The Ohio Conference organized the first formally recognized youth society, an organization that existed until it
was assimilated in 1907 by the newly created Young People’s
Department of the General Conference (Andross, 1920, p.
15). Adventist Youth Societies became international with
the creation of a German Youth Society in 1900 (Andross,
1920, p. 55). However, a number of leaders of both the Ohio
and Iowa youth societies were already working in foreign
fields by 1907 (Andross, 1920, p. 15).
The year 1901 would be pivotal for Adventist Youth
Societies. Although many societies had sprung up in
various places due to the “spontaneous combustion” of
youthful energy, zeal, and sense of mission, combined with
the support of many adults who shared their vision, there
seemed to be obstacles to further growth without some form
of central organization. Those obstacles included the extreme
differences in the societies due to varying maturity levels and
zeal of individual leaders, attrition rates of Adventist youth
from the church, and the objections of some “conservatives”
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(Andross, 1920, p. 16) who saw no need for a “church within Underlying Purpose Driving the Establishment
a church” and even saw Young People’s Work as “productive of Adventist Youth Societies
of evil results” (Andross, 1920, p. 68). In an apparent effort to
The passion for evangelism that spawned leadership
show support and strengthen the scattered societies through skills in teenagers Luther Warren and Harry Fenner seems
the “seal of official GC approval,” the General Conference to have been kindled or nurtured by their local congregaof 1901 approved a recommendation to organize an official tion, the Hazelton church of Michigan. According to the
Young People’s Department of the General Conference Trustees Record Book of the Hazelton church, a special
(SDAGC, 1901, p. 332).
day of prayer for the salvation of the church’s youth had
In a subsequent meeting of the General Conference been declared early in 1879 (Youngberg, 1976, p. 4-5). It is
Committee, a committee under the auspices of the Sabbath in this milieu of adult concern for youth that these teens
School Department was asked to actually assume respon- initiated Adventism’s first youth organization for evangesibility for the Young People’s Department, rather than listic outreach which seems to have included strengthening
establish a separate General Conference entity (SDAGC, friendship bonds through social activities to which they
1901, p. 20). (The separate entity none-the-less ultimately could invite their non-Adventist friends (“Inspired by,”
emerged in 1907.)
2001, p. 5).
General Conference directives to the Sabbath School
The thirty members of MacGuire’s Wisconsin youth sociDepartment included the need for a rousing public rela- ety focused on hymn singing, testimonies (all were expected
tions campaign which would promote awareness of and to regularly testify,) Scripture study, and intercessory prayer
participation in the youth societies. This proved more easily for the salvation of their peers (MacGuire, 1917, p. 4).
requested than done, since only three
The Young People’s Society of
of the fifty North American ConferChristian Service was organized in
“G e ne r a l C on fe re nc e
ences even had a young people’s
1893 at College View, Nebraska for
directives to the Sabbath
secretary (youth director) (Andross,
the purpose of securing increased
1920, p. 19). Conference Sabbath
spirituality in the young people and
School Department included
School secretaries (directors) were
enlisting them in missionary activity
the need for a rousing public
(Andross, 1920, p. 13).
drafted to do double duty, a coercive
relations
campaign
which
measure that doubtless hastened the
“The purpose [of Luther Warwould promote awareness of
election of official young people’s
ren’s sunshine bands] was to direct
workers!
young people in missionary work”
and participation in the youth
By 1903, there were enough
(Andross, 1920, p. 14).
societies. ”
societies in California to warrant two
The dual focus of the Young
young people’s conventions, attended
Women’s Dorcas Society was outreach
by three or four hundred youth (“A
to the poor and marginalized along
Young,” 1903).
with seeking the Lord in prayer (Andross, 1920, p. 14).
Even when the grass roots Societies were taken under
The report of the societies, now called Young People’s
Work, given by the secretary of the Sabbath School Depart- the umbrella of the General Conference Sabbath School
ment at the General Conference held in Oakland, California Department in 1901, the stated purpose of official organizain 1903, was an evidence of progress (Andross, 1920, p. 20): tion was for “more effectual missionary service” (SDAGC,
“The last General Conference laid the foundation for an 1901, p. 332). This resolution was preceded by an impasorganized movement in behalf of our young people. . . . We sioned speech by Luther Warren in which he quoted from
have an actual record of 186 societies, with a membership the messages concerning the Societies sent by Ellen White
of 3,478” (Plummer, 1903, p. 122).
from Australia in 1893 and which he said had been sent
Though the Young People’s Work in North America again and again during the “last eight years:”
and Australia began almost simultaneously, with a German
“Young men and young women, can you not form
society reporting as early as 1903, the societies would not companies, and as soldiers of Christ enlist in the work,
really begin to proliferate outside of America until 1905. putting all your tact and skill and talents into the Master’s
Nevertheless, a new youth society era that included census services, that you may save souls from ruin? Let there be
taking had begun!
companies organized in every church to do this work. Young
men and women, come to the work in the name of Jesus.
. . . [Unite] together upon some plan and order of action.
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Let there be a company formed, somewhat after the order
of the Christian Endeavor Society” (SDAGC, 1901, p. 331).
The first published devotional lessons for the Societies
appeared in the Youth’s Instructor of June 27, 1901. Two
weeks before, the June 13, 1901 issue of the Youth’s Instructor
carried the first of a continuing column referenced as “The
Young People’s Work.”
Although the Young People’s societies were to grow
almost exponentially (considering the total Adventist
membership) between 1879 and 1903, from the first they
were characterized by careful observance of parliamentary
procedure and evangelistic fervency, including the expectation that all faithful members of the youth societies would
sign temperance and mission pledges (Warren, 1917, p. 4).
Having the society’s general management taken over
by professionals did not seem to dilute its original purpose of organizing youth for service, at least through 1903
(Andross, 1920, p. 19-20).

Ellen White’s Empowerment of Youth for
Evangelism and Service

Ellen White’s investment of power to youth for evangelistic involvement in church life bears closer investigation:
“Never, never feel the slightest disturbance because the
Lord is raising up youth to lift and carry the heavier burdens
and proclaim the message of truth” (White, 1892, p. 279).
“In order that the work may go forward in all its
branches, God calls for youthful vigor, zeal, and courage. He
has chosen the youth to aid in the advancement of His cause.
To plan with clear mind and execute with courageous hand
demands fresh, uncrippled energies” (White, 1913, p. 535).
“Those who are older must educate the youth, by precept and example, to discharge the claims that society and
their Maker have upon them. Upon these youth must be
laid grave responsibilities” (White, 1913, p. 536).
“The church may inquire whether young men can be
entrusted with the grave responsibilities involved in the
establishing and superintending of a foreign mission. I
answer . . . we must manifest confidence in our young men.
They should be pioneers in every enterprise involving toil
and sacrifice. . . . Providence thrust [their] experienced
fathers into trying, responsible positions at an early age,
when neither physical nor intellectual powers were fully
developed. The magnitude of the trust committed to them
aroused their energies, and their active labor in the work
aided both physical and mental development” (White, 1913,
p. 516-517).
“The minds of many of the youth are rich in talents
which are put to no available use, because they have lacked
opportunity to develop them. . . . Aids to self-development

must be given to the youth; they must be drawn out, stimulated, encouraged, and urged to action” (White, 1893, p. 30).
“We have an army of youth today who can do much
if they are properly directed and encouraged. . . . We want
them to act a part in well-organized plans for helping other
youth. Let all be so trained that they may rightly represent
the truth, giving the reason of the hope that is within them,
and honoring God in any branch of the work where they
are qualified to labor” (White, 2005, p. 205).
“In the closing scenes of this earth’s history many of
these children and youth will astonish people by their
witness to the truth, which will be borne in simplicity, yet
with spirit and power. They have been taught the fear of
the Lord, and their hearts have been softened by a careful
and prayerful study of the Bible. In the near future many
children will be endued with the Spirit of God and will do a
work in proclaiming the truth to the world that at that time
cannot well be done by the older members of the church”
(White, 1952, p. 489).
“When the youth give their hearts to God, our responsibility for them does not cease. They must be interested in
the Lord’s work, and led to see that He expects them to do
something to advance His cause. It is not enough to show
how much needs to be done, and to urge the youth to act a
part. They must be taught how to labor for the Master. They
must be trained, disciplined, drilled, in the best methods
of winning souls to Christ. Teach them to try in a quiet,
unpretending way to help their young companions. Let
different branches of missionary effort be systematically
laid out, in which they may take part, and let them be given
instruction and help. Thus they will learn to work for God”
(White, 1915, p. 210).
To a retired minister: “You should not carry the burden
of leading the church in meetings. Younger hands should do
this, and you should not bear the responsibility. You should
not feel that you are required to hold meetings yourself,
having the charge in different places, for your mind and
your physical strength are not equal to the task” (White,
1990, p. 126).
“Youthful talent, well organized and well trained, is
needed in our churches. The youth will do something with
their overflowing energies. Unless these energies are directed
into right channels, they will be used by the youth in a way
that will hurt their own spirituality, and prove an injury to
those with whom they associate” (White, 1915, p. 211).

Comparison and Contrast of Adventist Youth
Societies and Current Trends in Adventist
Youth Ministry

Although nearly every facet of youth ministry today—
Pathfinders, short-term mission trips, youth camps,
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youth and young adult retreats, youth campmeeting
programming—could be said to have sprung in some
way from Warren and Fenner’s dream in 1879, there are
differences between the beginnings of Adventist youth
organizations and youth ministries today.
In the early years of Adventism, youth work was often
initiated by youth for the purpose of sharing Christ with
their friends, first in their own communities and then
extending to the world. The Societies’ emphasis on personal
revival combined with regular missionary activity buoyed
the members, providing a strong sense of purpose, structure, and community.
Today’s youth programming and ministries are usually adult-initiated and administered. Although there is
still an underlying aim of evangelism, that focus is usually
centered on evangelizing the youth of the church, rather
than for the conversion of non-Adventist youth. In addition,
the methodology for achieving the salvation of Adventist
youth is more entertainment-oriented than it is organizing
with the purpose of providing opportunities for youth to
do sustained, systematic evangelism.

How Does the History of Adventist Youth Societies Impact Adventist Youth Ministry Today?

Youth societies in early Adventism sprang up as youthinitiated and youth-managed organizations in response to
Christ’s clear mandate to evangelize the world (Matthew
28:19-20). Although the response to the call to witness
and save souls was strengthened, perhaps even awakened,
by adults in Adventist congregations who shared this passion for the lost and by Ellen White’s messages on youth
organization, early Adventist Youth Societies were largely
the outgrowth of youth commitment.
Toward the end of the period surveyed (1863-1903),
adults took over the management of youth societies.
Although every organization goes through periods of
growth that includes some degree of institutionalization,
this growth need not stifle the initial purpose for the
organization if some plan is kept in place whereby the
original purpose and vision is not obscured by bureaucracy
or programming that is not contributive to the founding
purpose. In the case of Adventist Youth Societies, the vision
of reaching the world for Christ appears to have remained
intact throughout the period surveyed.
Central organization of youth work could have produced lasting benefits, including reducing the disparity
between youth groups, by providing a structure, educating
and training youth and their leaders for evangelism, providing relevant and practical resources, and keeping youth
groups aware of the soul-winning activities carried out in
many areas.
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Unfortunately, however, personal proclamation and
verbal witness have been in serious decline in evangelical
churches influenced by a post-modern culture. Adventist
youth ministries may now be in danger of not only a loss
of mission but a distortion, even reversal, of the original
purpose for the establishment of youth groups (Dayton,
1944, p. 122).
In 2008, with occasional exceptions in the Hispanic and
African American culture, there are no youth societies, no
Missionary Volunteer Societies, and even Adventist Youth
Societies are largely defunct. With the exception of student
literature evangelism programs, on-going, non-anecdotal,
systematic organization of youth, for the purpose of working
for the lost, is largely missing from Adventist youth ministries. Though there is some evidence of informal small Bible
study groups within the Adventist youth culture, much of
today’s youth ministry focuses on youth rallies, camporees,
retreats, forums and camp meeting programming featuring
dynamic preaching, drama, and culturally relevant gospel
music, with little or no emphasis on organizing and training
for soul-winning.
“For a long time, some leaders and analysts within
Methodism have regretted the unfortunate tradeoffs
experienced when Methodism went ‘a whoring’ after the
respectability of the Presbyterians and Episcopalians and
shifted its accent from lay ministry to professional ministry”
(Logan, 1994, p. 18).
Although the transfer of youth ministry from youth
to professionals may have affected the paradigm shift from
evangelism to entertainment, that shift may not have been
inevitable. Youth professionals could successfully repristinate evangelism in youth ministry if they again see themselves as coaches and mentors, training youth for actual
soul-winning, rather than seeing themselves as primarily
programmers of inward focused ministry. It seems evident
from this study of youth groups in early Adventism that
today’s Adventist adolescents need more than entertainment
or fast- moving programming to anchor them to Christ and
to His church body.
“The problem with most Christian young people is that
they have no game. We keep giving them all the things they
need to do as Christians–read the Bible, have devotions,
study, pray, do God’s will, do the right thing–but they have
no reasons to do all that. There’s no game to use it in. They
need a mission . . .” (Ford, 1998, p. 112).
The reason today’s young people do not appear to
have the same appetite for evangelism as evidenced by
the members of early youth societies may be that they’re
getting little exercise in evangelism. Adventist youth in
the 21st century, particularly in western culture, are often
spiritual couch potatoes—filled with spiritual junk food,
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over-entertained and under-challenged, bored, apathetic,
sometimes appearing overtly rebellious. To appreciate the
meat of the Word and the beauty of a living relationship with
Christ, they must once again organize and seek training in
order to experience the rejuvenating reality of evangelism.
Our youth should be involved in movements to combat
systemic injustice and activities that aid those who have
the least in society, but they must also participate in the
deepest mission of all—introducing their friends to Jesus
and inviting them to make Jesus Lord of all their lives.
A correlated factor that may be impacting young
Adventists to take a vacation from church is that our
Adventist identity is in flux. There is an increasing trend
toward pluralism regarding core doctrines on which there
was general consensus in the earlier days of Adventist Youth
Societies. Young Christians may thus be ambivalent on what
it means to be authentic “leaven” that transforms society.
Until youth leaders truly internalize that our world is
lost, without hope and without Christ, and mobilize our
youth to be that army of workers who will not just look for
but hasten the coming of Jesus by their efforts to heal the
bodies, souls, and minds of enslaved men, women, youth,
boys, and girls, we are simply treading water, running in
place. It could even be argued that we are running backwards.
It is yet possible, however, that this generation of youth
will recapture the vision of early Adventist Youth Societies
and become that segment of laity who model, lead, and
inspire the church at large to re-engage in house-to-house
and heart-to-heart evangelism. Participating in mission
trips to faraway places is usually beneficial, but that’s not
enough. Youth need a local mission they can own. Perhaps
the best antidote for young adult restlessness, anxiety, and
meaninglessness is to work intergenerationally to “save
souls.” As a consequence, not only could the proverbial
generation gap be narrowed, the youth themselves could
discover a renewed loyalty for God, His body, and His
church.
With Paul, I see our youth and young adults learning
with Christians of all ages to hate what they once loved,
love what they once hated, and truly become new in Christ,
through the energizing presence of the Holy Spirit. As this
happens, our youth will lighten the earth with God’s glory:
“Fair as the moon, clear as the sun, terrible as an army with
banners” (Song of Solomon 6:10).
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Abstract

This paper will point out how deeply ingrained post-modern thinking has become in Western culture. It
will remind us that our youth and young adults, who are post-modern, are not the enemy (as some would
categorize them), but that they are ‘the beloved of God.’ We have been called and commissioned to reach
them by the grace of God. This paper will argue that the church’s response to our post-modern youth, if
it is to be efficacious, will require a paradigm shift, from its predominantly information style toward a
more relational model of ministry. This can be facilitated by restructuring the church and its youth/young
adult program around the development of ‘God Connections,’ a radically different model of small group
that focuses on authenticity, community building, and spiritual formation.

S

Introduction

ong writers, poets, artists and social commentators
have commented that times are changing. None
of them, however, could probably have realized
to what extent the emerging generational and
cultural changes would dramatically recolor the landscape
of society. Neither did the Seventh-day Adventist church
Our failure to recognize and respond to the challenges
of the generational transition, from Baby Boomer to Generation X and the Millennial Generation, as well as the
cultural shift from the Enlightenment – Modern era to the
Emerging – Post-modern era, has meant that the church
in the western world has ceased to grow, and many of its
youth and young adults have disconnected.

Contextual Awareness

Gary Land, Professor of History and Chair of the
Department of Historical and Political Science at Andrews
University, noted in a paper he presented at a Bible conference at Avondale College, Australia, January 2004,
“Seventh-day Adventism is characterized by a dominant
rationalism” (Land, 2004). Land then went on to define what
he meant by rationalism. “I am using this term to refer to a
mind-set that establishes propositions on a basis of evidence
or proofs, attempts to harmonize or systematize all propositions, and regards correct belief as essential”(Land, 2004).
He used non-rational to describe “intuitive, emotional,

imaginative, and relational or personal means of seeking
truth (Land, 2004). He did not see the non-rational as in
any way contradictory or in opposition to reason but as a
complimentary function.
That Adventism is characterized by an informational,
propositional approach to Christianity is not surprising
when one gives cognizance to the fact that we commenced
in an era when doctrine and propositional truth were primary. Our church arose because its pioneers believed that
there were Biblical truths being overlooked, misused, or
misunderstood. We, therefore, saw ourselves as reformers,
with the task of rationally convincing people of “present
truth” using a propositional, informational methodology.
It should be clearly stated here, however, that information
is not to be neglected. Information is important as it is
an essential foundation on which to build a relationship
with God and a spiritual future. Without the information
about God, doctrine, or eschatology that the Scriptures
supply, we could easily make wrong assumptions about a
relationship with God or be misled by false ideas about life
or end time events.
Unfortunately, however, this early focus on a more
propositional, informational approach to faith has become
in many ways our modus operandi. Richard Rice, a professor of religion at Loma Linda University, and an astute
observer of Adventism’s style of ministry, concurs.
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The purpose of our evangelist activities is to
inform, to make people aware of things they need to
know . . . this is the strategy of traditional Adventist
evangelism. The classic evangelistic effort consists of
several sermons or lectures designed to present ideas
to people in a persuasive way. The goal is to convince
them that the church’s beliefs are true. (Rice, 2002)
There is little emphasis on discipleship during this
process, and it is still more of a cognitive informational
approach than a relational one. Kenneth Boa warns, “Discipleship is more than a cognitive dump; teaching and
training are important components, but they should be
imparted in a context of personal association and community” (Boa, 2001).
This informational model worked well for many years,
but as the culture transitioned from modernism to postmodernism, we, as a church began to lose ground. We
struggled, not only to interact with the culture in an engaging manner, but also to meet the needs of that segment of
our own membership who were affected by the cultural
shift, as well.

Living in the Past:
Lack of Accounting for Societal Change

The cultural upheaval from modernity to post-modernity and now post post-modernity is with us, and it is real.
Middleton and Walsh in their book Truth is Stranger Than
It Used to Be – Biblical Faith in a Postmodern Age point out,
“The modern project is in radical decline. Like the Tower
of Babel described in Genesis 11, modernity has come to
a grinding halt, its ideals unraveling, its accomplishments
incomplete” (Middleton,1995). Post-modernity and its
extension, post post-modernity, are no longer merely part
of academic theory; they are now part of reality. They have
infiltrated life as we know it and are not only manifested in
magazines, music, TV, and art, but also in the way people
relate, communicate, and live their everyday lives. Despite
this reality, however, Jimmy Long author of the book Emerging Hope claims, “Some in the Christian households of faith
do not seem to realize that a major cultural shift is taking
place”(Long,1993). This has been true of the Adventist
church, yet we can’t afford to disregard or underestimate
these changes.
Neither, says Eddie Gibbs,
Will a defensive stance suffice . . . what we are
experiencing is not a short lived turbulence but the dawn
of a new era? The transition from modernity to postmodernity represents a seismic shift that can result in
churches becoming paralyzed in the midst of the shock
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waves. The changes are deep-rooted, comprehensive,
complex, unpredictable and global in their ramifications.
(Gibb, 2000)

A Brief Overview of Some of the
Characteristics of Post-modernity
Rejection of the Establishment

Current generations have experienced hurt, abuse,
and betrayal from the establishment, which has led them
to become skeptical. Scott Cowdell in his book God’s Next
Big Thing says, “In tune with post-modern skepticism there
is a characteristic suspicion of institutions" (Cowdell, 2004).
They no longer trust bureaucracies and hierarchies to the
point that there is a positive resistance to “the establishment’s” way of doing and seeing things. Post-modern
culture has rejected the worldview of the establishment
and is inventing its own.

Seeking Authenticity

Current generations are relationally orientated and seek
authenticity. There has been a shift away from individualization to what Cowdell describes as “a sustained recovery
of the virtues of friendship" (Cowdell, 2004). Also, “as a
reaction against what they see as the self- serving perfidious establishment, “authenticity” among post-moderns is
a valued commodity" (Jones, 2001).

View of Truth

Along with their disillusionment with the establishment there has been disenchantment with absolute truth.
Eddie Gibb explains, “In the post modern culture there is a
strong resistance to propositional statements dropped from
above, that have to be accepted without examination and
question" (Gibb, 2000). Many of those “certainties” were
propagated by a hierarchical system that made dogmatic
pronouncements, which the people adhered to; whereas,
post-moderns are not dogmatic. They are not concerned
to prove themselves right and others wrong.

From Individualism to Community

Post-modernism is also characterized by a shift from
individualism to community. Relativism is not new, but, in
the emerging post-modern world, it changes from individualistic relativism to community relativism, so that only those
within their community have a right to comment on what
is deemed to be “their” truth. Stanley Grenz underscores
this. “Beliefs are held to be true within the context of the
communities that espouse them” (Grenz, 1996).
In their rejection of institutions, bureaucracies, and
hierarchies, post-moderns have cast themselves adrift

Ministering with Millennials

It is systemic. The church must also come to grips with
the reality that this is not just a youth situation, but that
adults are also infected by the post-modern mindset (Jones,
2001). This “is the most significant cultural shift we have seen
in the last five hundred years. It is not a generational issue
exclusive to Gen X or Millennials. In fact, it is fast becoming
Interest in Spirituality
the adopted epistemology of all adults. Everyone in ministry
While post-modernity does provide very real chal- will have to wrestle with this phenomenon” (Jones, 2001).
lenges for the church, there are reasons to be optimistic.
It is systemic, as it is a phenomenon that is not external
One of the positive aspects of the post-modern shift is that to the church. Douglas Groothius points out that various
it is not devoid of spirituality. Babin and Iannone, in their polls have shown that a high percentage of evangelical
book The New Era of Religious Communication, see in this Christians have a post-modern mindset. Thus, these
movement a real “sensitivity to spiritual realities” (Babin, changes have not impacted just one segment of the popula1991). Eddie Gibb has noted that people are currently tion. It is a societal shift, which has effected youth as well as
adults and the churched as well as the
responding to their own inner call
unchurched.
for a spiritual encounter. “Increasing
numbers of people are already on a
“One challenge is that many A further challenge comes from Barna:
personal spiritual search for meaning
of the youth who attend “Our projections are, that unless things
. . . there is a hunger in people’s hearts
religious services have a change significantly in the church and
for the transcendent dimensions of
the culture, people in the emerging
superficial faith.”
life” (Gibb, 2000).
culture are less likely to accept Christ
as their Savior than previous generaFurthermore, Tony Jones in his
tions” (Long, 2004).
book Soul Shaper, makes this observation, “Our age is no different. People are still seeking. Again Christian Smith highlights that it is systemic. Youth
Young people are foremost among those seekers. The and young adults are just responding to the way parents
Internet generation is seeking – searches for God and live their lives: “of parents whose faith is not important in
spiritual matters are some of the most popular on the web” their daily lives” only 2% of their youth report that faith is
(Jones, 2003). There is, then, an openness to spirituality, and important in their lives (Smith, 2006). A further comment
while it may not be spirituality in the sense that the church from Smith that underscores our problem ‘is systemic,’ is
understands it, a spiritual hunger is there.
this, “in sum, therefore, we think the best ‘rule of thumb’
that parents might use to reckon their children’s most likely
Challenges in Dealing with Youth Spirituality
outcomes is this, ‘we’ll get what we are’” (Smith, 2006).
The challenge for the Adventist church is that we now
One challenge is that many of the youth who attend
find
ourselves facing a culture that does not seem to even
religious services have a superficial faith. Christian Smith
responding to a nationwide survey on youth spirituality speak the same language. If we had been awake to these
divulges these disturbing trends in his book Soul Searching.
changes earlier on when our church was still thriving, we
could have more easily withstood the shocks that are assoWhile the vast majority of U.S. teenagers identify ciated with change. However the church’s “sleep walking,”
themselves as Christians . . . a substantial minority of although unintentional, means that we now stand at a critical
them regularly practice religious faith. Only four out juncture in our history, with few alternatives. We can stay
of ten say they attend religious services weekly and are with the formula that has worked so well for us in the past.
currently involved in a religious youth group. At the level We can disregard or even resist culture, batten down the
of subjective consciousness, adolescence religious and cloister hatches, and get ready for a safe though dissatisfying
spiritual understanding and concern seem to be gener- and nonproductive ride. Alternatively, we can pay attention,
ally very weak. Many say they simply have no religious listen, seek to understand post-modernity, and reframe our
beliefs. Others can articulate little more than what ministry to youth and young adults in harmony with these
seems to be the most, paltry, trivial, tangential beliefs. insights. This will not mean letting go of the truths that the
Religion seems . . . for most of them quite unfocused, church holds as fundamental, but it will mean finding new
implicit, in the back ground, just part of the furniture ways and new methodologies.
(Smith, 2006).
from the security of the establishment’s belief systems. This
has been a bold move as it is simple and safe to hold onto
propositional dogma. To distance oneself from dogma can
lead to complexity and insecurity. So post-moderns have
sought to find security in the solidarity of community.
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The church’s response, if it is to be efficacious, will require
a paradigm shift from its predominately informational
style, toward a more relational/transformational model of
ministry.

What Do They Want?

What is it they (our youth and young adults) want?
What is it that we want for them? At a physical level
they want activity, they want fun, and they want friendship; therefore some of the components of our youth and
young adult ministry program need to meet those needs.
Outdoor camps, backpacking trips, games nights, outings,
sporting events, mission trips, youth Sabbath school, Friday
night fellowship, community building activities.
But they also want ‘something more.’ They want to
know God at a deep level. They are open to spirituality;
many of them are theistic. At an undiscovered level they
sense that, bidden or unbidden, God is present, and they
want to become aware of Him.

What Do, We Want for Them?

We want for them, not just to know about God, but to
know God, at a deep personal level. We want them to have
attentiveness to God, receptivity to the Holy Spirit, and a
deepening relationship with Jesus. Transformational youth
ministry is not about superficialities. It is about helping
youth and young adults become aware of the presence of
God. It is about helping them become alive in Jesus. Mark
Yaconelli puts it this way: “This generation is longing for
relationship, experience, passion, wonder, creativity, and
spontaneity. In other words they want to go past where ‘the
sidewalk ends.’ They long for the place just beyond words,
the shore of discovery. In other words, they are looking for
Jesus. What else do we need to know? ” (Yaconelli, 2006).
If we are prepared to live and model it, then mentor, listen,
notice, and relate, they will be more open to a deep, transforming relationship with God.

How Could a Transformational Model of Youth
Ministry Be Facilitated?

This discussion on post-modernism provides the
context from which we can draw our model for transformational youth ministry. There are three characteristic of
post-modernity which provide an open opportunity for
ministering to the youth and young adults in a transformational way. Their desire for:
• community
• authenticity
• spirituality
We will explore this triptych and examine how they
provide ministry opportunities for transformation.
182

Community

The question then is how can we build community?
Ralph Neighbor has the answer: “Community can occur
most completely only in small groups” (Neighbor, 1990).
Some may say we have tried small groups, and they were
not sustainable. The reason that Adventist small groups are
not sustainable is that they are based on an informational
model; therefore people won’t continue to come. Jimmy
Long supports this reasoning in his book Emerging Hope.
“Most Christian small groups primarily pursued an intellectual understanding of the Christian faith and scanted the
relational dimension . . . they were spent in a heady Bible
study that emphasized the mind over the heart" (Long, 1993).
The kind of community that post modern youth and
young adults want is not built by sharing information, even
from Scripture, as important as that is. Scripture should
always be used in a small group, but, if other components
are missing, community will not be experienced. “The
essential elements of community include interpersonal
commitments and a sense of belonging. Community takes
place when there is a shared life” (Neighbor, 1990). If we
are to build post-modern community, we need to become
real people to each other; our masks need to be removed
in order for us to develop the authenticity that is prized
by post-modern youth.
KEY POINT: A Transformational Model of Youth
Ministry will be developed by the training of ‘Process
Orientated’ small group leaders to facilitate the communitybuilding spiritual formation groups described below.
An effective way to provide transformational ministry for youth and young adults in the Adventist church is
through ‘God Connections,’ a radically different model
of small group which focuses on community building,
authenticity, and spiritual formation.

What Does a ‘God Connections’
Small Group Look Like?

There will be a number of unique characteristics in a
God Connections small group that will accelerate spiritual
growth and develop authenticity and community. They will
operate on a ten-week cycle, they will be closed groups,
they will operate a trust cycle, communication skills will
be taught, they will operate on a contract, and they will
model and teach devotional habits/spiritual disciplines.
A God Connections / spiritual formation group will
be one where:
• Issues of faith can be wrestled with, not extinguished.
• Spiritual formation will not only be fostered but have
high priority.
• The devotional habits will be taught and explored
together.
• Communication and listening skills will be practiced.
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•
•

Reciprocal trust and openness will occur.
The Bible will be used to enrich relationship and community rather than to merely gain information.

God Connection Small Group Model
•
•

Group cycle--the group will meet for 10 weeks
Group will be a closed group for the following reasons
1. To build trust within the group by activating and
		 honoring the trust cycle
2. It provides a hothouse experience for rapid
		 interpersonal and spiritual growth
3. It allows for progression through the three levels
		 of interpersonal relationship to community
4. Closed groups are intensely transformational.
		 They produce authentic people who become
		 magnets to the post-modern generation
• The group will operate on a covenant building contract
around issues that will develop trust, authenticity,
community, and personal spirituality.

Authenticity
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A fundamental reason for the development of a God
Connections/spiritual formation group is to provide opportunity for youth and young adults to learn, to experience,
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Resolving Young
Adult Attrition
Martin Weber, D.Min.
Communication Director
Mid-America Union of Seventh-day Adventists

Abstract

Many Seventh-day Adventist clergy suffer the loss of their adult children to denominational attrition, and
their pain is shared throughout the general population of North American Adventist parents. To identify
the causative factors and design remedies, I devoted a Doctor of Ministry project involving active and
retired clergy couples in the Mid-America Union. A 111-point questionnaire was mailed to each of 222
active and retired clergy who have adult children. Data requested was based on the research question:
What influences from Seventh-day Adventist clergy parents in Mid-America may affect whether their
children experience attrition from that denomination upon becoming adults?
Data collected from the 113 questionnaires returned by clergy parents identified 40 attrition factors, yielding
the following summary of conclusions: The most significant factors in avoiding attrition are 1) being able
to discuss church problems in the parsonage while also 2) managing to sustain joy and togetherness in the
family circle and 3) giving teens freedom to develop their own faith experience without the expectation
of being super saints.

W

hat shall it profit pastors to baptize the whole
city but lose their own children to the fellowship of the faith? And what good does it do
for Seventh-day Adventist lay members to
invest two decades of prayer intercession and thousands
of dollars in parochial tuition expense only to see many
of their children drop out of church into the world from
which they were supposed to be sanctified?
It is difficult to exaggerate the pain of Adventist parents
regarding their adult children in attrition. This is the core
concern at most prayer meetings that I’ve led as a pastor.
This suffering I also feel personally, as a parent of adult
children outside the fellowship of the Adventist church.
Many sincere prayer warriors insist that God will
inevitably, sooner or later, bring prodigals home in answer
to parental intercession. And the harder people pray, the
sooner it will happen, supposedly. Inevitably, Proverbs 22:6
gets quoted: “Train up a child in the way he should go, and
when he is old he will not depart from it.”1 Believe this and
God is guaranteed to keep His promise, purportedly.
Confidence in God’s saving power is commendable,
but such simplistic faith violates hermeneutics, theology,

and the character of God. First, what that proverb describes
has already failed to happen—prodigals by definition have
departed from their childhood religious training, otherwise
parents wouldn’t be praying for them to come back.
Has God then failed His word? No, because Proverbs
22:6 is not a promise but a proverb. The difference is that
a proverb posits a principle that is generally true but not a
universal, absolute law.
Turning several pages backward reveals the following
in the same book of Proverbs: “When a man’s ways please
the LORD, He makes even his enemies to be at peace with
him” (16:7). But tell this to the apostle Paul as enemies
pursue him from city to city. Tell it to Stephen as enemies
stone him. Tell it to our Lord as enemies nail Him to a
cross while He prays for their forgiveness—yet they resist
His grace.
Jesus prayed for Peter that his faith would not fail
(Luke 22:31). Yet it did fail, spectacularly. Did this mean
the Father didn’t hear the intercession of His Son for the
denying disciple? Or is it that God will not rob anyone of
free choice regarding matters of the soul, no matter how
hard or long anyone fasts and prays?
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So why pray for spiritually wayward sons and daughters? Because Christ will seek to open the eyes of those
blinded by the god of this world so they can see their situation (2 Cor. 4:4). He will hedge up the way of the transgressor with thorns (Hosea 2:6). He will let the prodigal suffer
hunger in the pigpen. He will push a sinner off his horse
en route to Damascus. But at the end of the day, people
we pray for still have their own choices to make, even the
children entrusted to our spiritual care.

Attrition Factors

To identify the causes of attrition among Adventist
parents and design remedies, I devoted a Doctor of Ministry
project involving active and retired clergy couples in the
Mid-America Union. Forty attrition factors emerged from
data collected in a 111-point questionnaire completed by
113 clergy parents. Among them:
• Parental conservatism regarding lifestyle standards is
not statistically significant in attrition.
• Legalism regarding gospel doctrine (soteriology) is a
moderately significant cause of attrition.
• Legalism regarding practicing the principles of the
gospel is a major cause of attrition.
• Lack of relationships in the family is the most serious
cause of attrition. Parents with the highest retention
rate of adult children are those who managed to provide the most positive and joyous family experience
and were close enough to talk about anything in an
atmosphere of freedom that allowed children and
teens latitude in developing their own faith experience.
• The greatest predictor of future faithfulness as an adult
is whether a teenager takes initiative to approach a
parent to discuss spiritual matters.
• Closely associated with family relationships are the
freedom and trust expressed in discussing controversial issues. There is no greater cause of attrition than to
attempt to shield children from knowledge of, or to resist
discussion about, church or denominational conflict.
Overall, the most significant factors in avoiding attrition are 1) being able to discuss church problems while also
2) managing to sustain joy and togetherness in the family
circle and 3) giving teens freedom to develop their own
faith experience in a nurturing, non-judgmental context
without the expectation of being super saints.

Testimony of Young Adults in Attrition

Besides questioning the parents, I interviewed a small
number of the young adults themselves. Their data highlight
the importance of that last principle—freedom to develop
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one’s own faith. Spiritual carnage results from a lack of
freedom, along with a deficit of love and warmth.
All but one of these six young adults described their
church experience as:
Rigid, not Flexible
Closed, not Open
Exclusive, not Inclusive
Unfair, not Fair
Cold, not Warm
Dark, not Bright
Dull, not Exciting
These young adults reported significant confusion
and despair regarding Adventist lifestyle standards. They
seemed particularly distressed about what they experienced as heavy-handedness in enforcing these standards
and unwillingness to even dialogue about them. It was
interesting to note that most of these alienated young adults
still embrace many fundamental Adventist doctrines such as
the Sabbath, yet they resolutely reject the church that teaches
them. When asked if they might possibly be active members
in the Adventist church twenty years from now, if time lasts,
all but one of them replied “small chance” or “no chance.”
One of the young adults responding to my questionnaire is not in attrition, being faithful both in attendance
and participation in church life, asserting that he will
“absolutely” remain committed to the Adventist church.
He testified to the opposite in most of the above options,
describing his parents’ churches as warm, kind, bright,
inclusive, fair, open, and exciting—yet still he experienced
them as “stiff.” It was interesting that this active disciple
seemed just as disappointed as the others with being “loaded
down with restrictions” and rules that “almost always just
didn’t make sense.” When asked whether programs at
church while he was growing up made him think, he said
it was “not at all true.” Although he believes every Seventhday Adventist fundamental belief, he seriously questions the
church’s traditional behavioral standards and particularly
an unwillingness to dialogue about them.
Together with the data I got from parents, these
responses from the young adults themselves highlight what
I perceive is a compelling need for a church atmosphere
that offers flexibility rather than rigidity and freedom rather
than oppression. This is not only essential for avoiding attrition—it’s also Scriptural: “Where the Spirit of the Lord is,
there is liberty (2 Cor. 3:17).
My study data indicate that many Adventists fail to realize that not all moral issues are absolutes. While some things
are clearly right or wrong, with other practices God has left
some ambiguity for the conscience to sort out. Prayer, for
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example, is a profoundly moral matter, but exactly how
What good does it do for a church to pray for prodigals
much to pray is left open to one’s own conscience.
to come back to church if the person greeting (confronting)
Modesty also is a moral issue—but standards of mod- them in the church foyer is the frowning older brother of
esty are not universal absolutes, as is evident from various Christ’s parable? Condemning and divisive members must
cultures around the world. In Islamist society, women themselves be confronted by the church and disciplined if
can’t even show their ankles and elbows without violating they refuse to cease their ungodly oppression and gossip.
modesty standards. Often they must cover even their faces. Church discipline for Taliban-like terrorists is a sacred
Violators are subject to public humiliation or worse. There responsibility from Scripture: “Reject a divisive man after
is no room for deviation or even dialogue about it.
the first and second admonition” (Titus 3:10).
For Adventists, jewelry is an issue of enduring controSo church leaders should warn disrupters of congregaversy. Young adults express frustration with church policies, tional unity once and then again. If they continue to cause
written or informal, that permit “politically correct” adorn- trouble, they are candidates for church discipline, as Christ
ments like cuff links and gaudy gold pins but forbid even also outlined in Matthew 18.
the most demure necklace. It deeply
For the sake of maintaining gosoffends them when church members
pel freedom and preventing attrition
regulate trinkets and trivia while
of young adults, the Adventist church
“For the sake of maintaining
ignoring life-and- death moral issues
would do well to heed the following
gospel freedom and
like poverty and famine or universal
wisdom: Regarding essentials, have
preventing attrition of young
concerns like racial and gender equalunity. In nonessentials, have liberty.
adults, the Adventist church
In all things, have charity.
ity. They find it incomprehensible
would do well to heed the
that the secular world seems more
To summarize the challenge
interested in the great moral issues
that Seventh-day Adventists face in
following wisdom: Regarding
of our time than many churches are.
resolving the denominational attriessentials, have unity. In
Also offensive is when obviously outtion of its young people: parents
nonessentials, have liberty.
of-shape adult members lecture them
must foster the positive elements of
In
all
things,
have
charity.
”
about dairy or caffeine consumption
joyous relationships and intrinsic
while not even mentioning exercise
spirituality in the family while avoidand other basic health principles. (We
ing negative factors such as suppresmay take heart from positive and creative holistic initia- sion, rigidity, and legalism. Such spirituality is expressed
tives regarding health from the General Conference Health in the context of Old Testament shalom.
Department.)
None of the young adults in my research demanded Shalom as an Antidote to Attrition
that the Adventist Church adopt their views on lifestyle
The recent United States presidential election of Barack
issues; they just want some latitude in living out their own Obama attracted the interest and participation of America’s
conscience. Indeed, this is Scriptural: “Let each be fully young adults as no other political candidate had in at least
convinced in his own mind” (Rom. 14:5). Interestingly, God four decades. Thousands of them sacrificed a year or so of
doesn’t say “do what feels good” or “do what you want to do” their lives for the sake of joining Obama’s campaign, and
in moral matters that are not absolutes. Rather, do whatever millions cast their life’s first vote for him.
your conscience is persuaded to do amid moral ambiguity.
What was Obama’s attraction to America’s young
Worship music is one of the top five issues of con- adults? In a word, shalom. Whereas older adults may have
gregational conflict reported by clergy in my data.2 Many voted for change, primarily economic and political, I
members seem to canonize their personal musical prefer- perceive that young adults and teens on board the Obama
ences and go about imposing them upon the church. They bandwagon were yearning for something deeper—a fundacare not that young adults and others want some variety mental healing of the planet and its people. Although the
besides the old hymns—which really aren’t so old. The word shalom may not have been their rallying cry, what it
Psalms are thousands of years older, yet singing them in represents (at least in its secular dimension) was at the core
a contemporary tune is somehow problematic for many of the campaign’s appeal to young Americans.
members who know what they want the church to be but
I believe that shalom is what’s missing in the Adventist
can’t logically explain why—and even if they could, would church for most young adults who leave it. I therefore prohave no business condemning those who might see things pose it, in its full Biblical sense, as the fundamental remedy
a different way.
for their attrition.
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A definition of shalom is in order. It is the foundation
for our English word “peace,” only with a deeper, richer,
spiritual meaning. Christians, Adventists included, tend
to think more like Buddhists than like Jews about peace.
Most of us view it superficially and passively—the absence
of negativity such as strife, guilt, shame, and anger. By
contrast, shalom in Scripture is positive, energetic and
proactive, fulfilling God’s eternal purpose for this planet.
In studying all 236 verses where shalom is seen in the
Old Testament, I noticed that it starts with one’s personal
relationship with God and ripples ever outward to include
the whole world, even the environment.
1) Personal shalom with God
Shalom begins in the heart of each believer who discovers peace in God’s forgiveness and acceptance. This is
important, in fact, essential, if we are going to be peacemakers in our world. Unless we experience God’s peace
personally, every attempt to share what we don’t know
ourselves will be dysfunctional.
2) Shalom at home
Personal peace does no good to the world if it stays
under the pine tree in my back yard where I sit with my
Bible, happy in Jesus as my “personal” Savior. Shalom
calls me back into the house where I argued with my wife,
compelling me to seek peace with my family.
3) Shalom to the church
Shalom extends beyond a peaceful home with biological kin to our faith family, so that we deeply care about our
brothers and sisters with whom we worship—even if we
understand the Sabbath school lesson differently and have
opposing convictions on worship styles.
4) Shalom in the marketplace and classroom
Shalom is not satisfied to keep Sabbath blessings at
church. It ripples outward to the marketplace, so that we
seek win-win business deals, not exploiting any expertise or
advantage we may have. For students, shalom goes beyond
not cheating in class. We might take notes for those who are
absent and even invest a little time tutoring those struggling
academically.
5) Shalom to the whole world
Shalom extends beyond the marketplace or classroom
to people we might rather not associate with. It goes beyond
“God bless America” to “God bless Africa” and Europe—and
even the terrorists who shout “Death to America.” We want
them all to be saved and healed in body and soul.
6) Shalom to the animals
Shalom in Scripture is so expansive that it goes beyond
the human to the animal world. Ancient Jacob wanted shalom
for the flock (Gen. 37:14). We too should care about God’s
nonhuman creatures, refusing to exploit them. This provides
motivation beyond personal health to become vegetarian.
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7) Shalom to the environment
Biblical peace extends even to inanimate creation:
“peace for the seed,” so that the land will yield its produce
(Zech. 8:12). Our Creator God is “green” and expects us
to be responsible stewards of this world, polluted as it is,
even as we anticipate the earth made new. Here at last we
have a persuasive theological context for secular society’s
enthusiasm, particularly among young adults, for healing
the environment.
All of the above, and nothing less, was envisioned
by Jesus when he pronounced: “Blessed are the shalommakers.” Shalom explains why righteousness in the Old
Testament does more than sugarcoat our sins. Shalom loves
enemies, feeds the hungry, visits the lonely, and seeks social
justice locally and around the world.

Seeking Shalom

Unfortunately, Adventists historically have been more
obsessed in getting past personal guilt into the next world
than in caring deeply about being peacemakers in this present world. In fact, conflict rather than shalom is in the DNA
of many Adventists, going back generations. Both among
ourselves and in our community relations, we lack concern
for mercy and social justice even as we fancy ourselves as
being “God’s peculiar remnant.”
Many Adventist churches are spiritual war zones. I
know an elderly little congregation that nearly split amid
a nasty discussion about mushroom dishes at “fellowship”
dinners.
Tragically, some of our kindest older members, in
terms of character, are intolerant when it comes to theology. They greet youth with a warm hug but then condemn
their convictions regarding diet, assorted lifestyle issues,
and nuances of doctrine.
This must change if we want our churches to be maternity wards rather than hospices. Without a born-again
experience, congregations that have managed to survive
for a century are doomed to die within a decade.
Theological intolerance, both internal within the congregations and external in relating to the community, is
anathema to the younger generation. For them, tolerance
and collaboration are top values. We will never persuade
our youth to stay with the Adventist church if they perceive
their local congregation as contentious, self-righteous, and
narrow-minded.
It’s all about shalom. If politicians can get Adventist
young people excited about compassion and social justice,
surely our churches can do the same. Through experiencing shalom, the Seventh-day Adventist Church will heal
internally and gain influence with neighbors.

Ministering with Millennials

Just the honest pursuit of shalom will win the
enthusiastic participation of our young adults. When we
humbly invite them to join us on that discipleship journey,
flawed as we all are, I’m convinced that most of them
will stay by our side as fervent and faithful Seventh-day
Adventists.

Endnotes

1. Unless noted otherwise, all Scriptures are from the New King James
Version.
2. The top five problems in Mid-America Adventist churches as reported
by the clergy subjects of my study: power struggles among members,
pastoral conflict with lay leaders, worship music style disputes,
disagreement about lifestyle standards, and general church gossip
(surprisingly, church finances tied for only 14th).
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Abstract

At least 40 to 50 percent of youth and young adults leave the Seventh-day Adventist Church. To reverse
this trend by helping local congregations meet the spiritual, social, and community impact needs of youth
and young adults, the Center for Youth Evangelism proposes to launch Church of Refuge (COR). This
organization will support churches in incorporating nine principles in their master planning. After demonstrating the inclusion of these principles, local congregations will be certified as Churches of Refuge and
will be promoted to youth and young adults through web and print materials.

A

dventist young people are leaving the church at
alarming rates. The Youth Ministries Department of the Seventh-day Adventist General Conference states that “they are leaving the church
like water between our fingers” (Global Youth Ministry—7
Strategic Themes & Emphases, 2006-2010).
Roger Dudley (2000), who has researched the churchgoing habits of Seventh-day Adventist youth and young
adults for over thirty years, reports that “40 percent to
50 percent of those who are baptized members in their
mid-teens will drop out of the church by the time they are
halfway through their twenties” (p. 60).
Expanding the analysis to include Protestant churches
across the United States, Rainer and Rainer (2008) report
“more than two-thirds of young churchgoing adults in
America drop out of church between the ages of eighteen
and twenty two!” (p. 2).
Clearly, this is a national trend that can no longer be
ignored. Its breadth and severity mean that we must give
our best energy, clearest thinking, and deepest prayers to
dealing with this problem or this emerging generation will
continue to slip through our hands “like water.”

Proposed Solution

In an effort to reverse this trend, the Center for Youth
Evangelism is launching a ministry support organization,
Church of Refuge (COR), with the purpose of (a) helping
churches deliver effective young adult ministry and (b)
assisting young adults to find those churches that are prepared to support their spiritual growth. These goals will be
achieved by certifying qualified churches and by promoting
these churches to young adults via the COR website.

Theological Background

As Israel shifted its focus from the wilderness to
Canaan, the promised land, Moses established an infrastructure for justice by calling for three cities of refuge
(Deuteronomy 19:1-2). Individuals who had accidentally
killed another person could escape vengeful family members by seeking shelter in one of these cities where they
would find security and community (19:4-6).
Easy access to a city of refuge was of paramount
importance (19:6). Consequently, Moses made three key
provisions regarding access. First, he ordered that roads be
built to these cities (19:3a) so those on the run would have
an easier journey. Moreover, “road signs had to be put up
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on all crossings showing the way to the refuge… and all
roads leading to a city of refuge had to be straight and level
and always kept in good repair…” (Skolnik, 2007, p. 742).
Second, the locations of the three cities were strategically
placed by dividing the land into three regions (19:3b). This
ensured that no one would have to travel a great distance
to find rest and security. “The cities of refuge were all upon
the level plain or in valleys, in well-known areas. They were
at convenient distances from one another, for the benefit
of all the tribes” (Nichol, 1976).
Third, in Deuteronomy 19:8, Moses made plans for
increasing the number of cities of refuge from three to six
to match the expanding territory given by God. Because
the existence of safe cities was so important, provision had
to be made for future adaptations so the population would
continue to have access to the desired benefits. The cities
of refuge must be where the people were, not simply where
tradition had originally placed them.
Moses further confirmed this plan by designating
six of the Levite’s 48 towns as cities of refuge—three on
each side of the Jordan River (Numbers 35:6, 14). Among
other considerations, he instructed that the cities were to
be inclusive; they were for Israelites, aliens and temporary
residents (v. 15). Later, Joshua implemented the plan by
adding Kedesh, Shechem, Kiriatharba (Hebron), to the
three cities originally named by Moses—Bezer, Ramoth
Gilead and Golan (Joshua 20: 7-8; Deuteronomy 4:41-43).
See Appendix A for a map of these cities.
One significant benefit to using cities belonging to the
priests was that these societal refugees could receive training
from the religious leaders. “Hence, the place of refuge could
become… a source of real blessing to the slayer as the priests
and Levites taught him the way of Jehovah” (Nichol, 1976).
Following this tradition, churches of refuge are inclusive, accepting, community-oriented, strategically placed,
safe, spiritual environments for young adults. They are faith
communities that accept people for who they are, where
they are. That is, friendship and acceptance are not given or
withheld due to personal history, appearance, current belief
system or other factors. Also, members know they will not
be disrespected or excluded because of mistakes, questions,
or doubts. In these communities designed to meet their
needs, young adults can seek God and grow in Him.
Furthermore, CORs are safe places for members to
experiment with innovative spiritual expressions and
community outreach. Some projects will succeed, while
others will not; however, creativity continues to be fostered
and appreciated. CORs take seriously Ellen White’s (1946)
statement that, “God would have new and untried methods
followed” (p. 125).
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While the Jewish “cities of refuge were a sanctuary, and
thus a type of Christ,” (Nichol, 1978), churches of refuge
are modern spiritual sanctuaries where young people are
free to thrive in Christ.

Organizational Description

Church of Refuge is a ministry organization established
by the Center for Youth Evangelism that will perform the
functions of consulting, certifying, and marketing. The
mission of Churches of Refuge is to help churches provide
meaningful and relevant young adult ministry with the
goal of keeping Adventist youth in the church while also
reaching out to those who are not currently participating
in a Seventh-day Adventist congregation. The target age
range is 18 to 35.
Church of Refuge is also a designation given to a local
church that can demonstrate it is following nine principles
established by Church of Refuge (described below). These
churches are also referred to as COR-certified churches.
Jimmy Phillips (2008) is an example of the type of
person who could benefit from a Church of Refuge. Having recently graduated from college and facing a move to
California to start a new job, he shares, “I don’t know where
I’ll be going to church, or whom I’ll meet when I get there.”
He has other questions: “And what if I go to church? Will
anyone notice I’m new and invite me over for lunch? Will
people stop and ask me how I’m doing? I mean, really ask
me how I’m doing...?”
A Church of Refuge understands that young adults have
options in the area of spiritual growth. A local Adventist
church is not competing just with the next closest Adventist
church for young members. It is also competing with other
denominations, religions, social groups, and even leisure
activities like sleeping, shopping, and attending sporting
events. Churches cannot presume that college students and
young professionals will choose to spend their free time at
church simply because it is the right thing to do.
With this insight, CORs strive to meet young adults’
spiritual, social, and community impact needs. Churches
must also develop the support systems that empower
young people and make
it possible to meet these
important needs. Diagram
1 illustrates how these
factors form a model for
considering young adult
ministry.
Neglecting any one of these
areas will result in a minis- Diagram 1: Young Adult
Ministry Factors
try set that leaves some vital
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need unmet, making it more likely that young adults will
join a different faith community or no community at all.
The four components of this diagram can be broken
down into nine critical factors. Spiritual Growth includes
(1) the Sabbath experience and (2) discipleship that takes
place throughout the week. Relationships is composed of (3)
acceptance, (4) community, and (5) support. Community
Impact is (6) volunteer service to church members, the local
community, and the global community. Finally, the primary
Empowerment factors are (7) leadership, (8) budget, and
(9) a commitment to change.
These nine principles are supported by biblical teaching, pastoral experience, the writings of Ellen White,
and original research conducted by the Center for Youth
Evangelism. For a comparison of these nine principles with
both the Seventh-day Adventist General Conference Youth
Ministries Department Strategies 2006-2010 and Natural
Church Development, please see Appendix D.

Principle 1—The Sabbath Experience

CORs are committed to providing a meaningful Sabbath experience for young adults. That is, CORs ensure
that the spiritual needs of local young adults are met during
the Sabbath hours. This may include Friday night vespers,
Sabbath School classes, corporate worship, nontraditional
worship services, and Sabbath afternoon activities. Because
these needs will be expressed differently for each congregation, leaders must plan meetings and events based on the
needs and desires of the local young adults. For example,
Korean, Latino, urban, rural, and university churches may
all be CORs but have very different ministry mixes.
One church may emphasize Friday evening vespers,
another group may desire a simple, streamlined and
upbeat church service, while yet another church may have
discussion groups at a local bookstore before meeting at
the church building for a traditional worship service.
Ellen White (1954) encouraged us on the topic of
Sabbath observance by stating, “All who love God should
do what they can to make the Sabbath a delight, holy and
honorable” (p. 536). With more details she admonishes
(1893/1894):
If there are those who prolong religious exercises to weariness, they are leaving impressions upon the mind of the
youth, that would associate religion with all that is dry,
unsocial, and uninteresting…. Sabbath meetings, may be,
without constant care and unless vitalized by the Spirit of
God, the most formal, dry, and bitter mixture…. (p. 47)
To better understand the general needs of young adults,
the Center for Youth Evangelism conducted a study that
asked respondents to rate the importance of 28 variables in

determining their desire to attend a given church. Table 1
shows the importance of six Sabbath-related factors assessed
in the survey (1’Not Important, 2’Somewhat Important,
3’Very Important). See Appendix B for the list of 28 items
on the survey with their corresponding scores.
Factor

Score

Preaching

2.73

Worship Service Style

2.46

Music

2.44

Sabbath School — Adult

2.38

Sabbath School — Children

2.24

Greeters

2.15

Parking

1.64

Interior Decoration/Appearance

1.57

Other Facilities (gym, commons, etc.)

1.43

Proximity to Adventist Education

1.40

Church Architecture

1.40

Resource Center/Library

1.29

Table 1: Importance of Sabbath-related Factors
The highest score in this category is for Preaching
(2.73), and of all twenty-eight factors, it is ranked second
only behind Accepting Atmosphere (2.88). Rainer and
Rainer (2008) report, “Our research plainly shows that the
better a pastor connects with the students of the church
through his sermons, the more likely they are to stay in the
church” (p. 41). Specifically, their research indicates that
during the sermon pastors need “to reach out intentionally
to the under-twenty-two age bracket” (p. 41).
While these scores reveal the importance of each
element, they do not specify the characteristics valued by
each participant. In fact, the range of comments made by
respondents demonstrates that there is no single preferred
method or way to do each of these things (see Appendix C).
This reinforces the need to understand the specific young
adults a church is striving to care for.

Principle 2—Discipleship

“CORs are committed to discipleship through a
personal relationship with Jesus Christ.” CORs encourage
authentic spiritual growth by teaching members how to
personally live for and like Jesus. Leaders model authentic
spirituality, and members are led to grow in the Spirit as they
connect with their Creator and learn to live according to
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Kingdom principles. It follows that involvement in ministry
is a key component of discipleship.
Discipleship is following Jesus and learning to be
increasingly similar to him in priorities, motivation, and
action. This definition includes personal elements, such as
solitary prayer, meditation, and the study of God’s Word.
Ellen White (1907) affirms this need by teaching, “Into
the lives of the workers there must be brought frequent
periods of reflection, study, and prayer… Now is your time
for developing deep spirituality” (p. 11).
Additionally, discipleship also involves the community
of faith through informal conversations, formal mentoring
relationships, mid-week meetings, home Bible study groups,
and other collective experiences.
Finally, ministry involvement is a critical dimension
of discipleship. After the disciples had spent time walking,
talking, eating, and living with Jesus in a safe community,
he sent them out in groups of two to begin doing the works
they had been observing (Luke 9:1-6; Mark 6:7-13). As they
returned from their mission, Jesus saw they needed rest,
so he took them to a quiet place to eat and debrief (Mark
6:30-32). Later he sent out 72 disciples to do evangelism
(Luke 10:1). McLaren (2002) connects discipleship and
evangelism by stating, “Making disciples is the more biblical
term for evangelism and the original way of saying ‘engaging
in spiritual friendship’” (p. 61).
Kimball (2003) reinforces the need to be explicit about
discipleship with emerging populations in the context of
the church. “Our definition of discipleship must be clear and
known by everyone in our church. Each church should have
a written definition, known by everyone, which serves as a
reference point for every decision, program, and strategy”
(p. 215).
Table 2 is a summary of scores for the six elements of
discipleship (i.e., spiritual growth and ministry) that the
Center for Youth Evangelism survey assessed. Again, these
scores reveal the importance of each factor where 1 is Not
Important and 3 is Very Important.
Factor
Spiritual Atmosphere
Small Groups
Ministry Involvement Opportunities
Variety of Church Programs
Evangelistic Activities
Mission Trips

Score
2.69
2.19
2.13
2.10
1.85
1.83

Table 2: Importance of Discipleship Factors
Clearly, there is some degree of overlap between the
principles of Discipleship and Sabbath. Sabbath School,
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corporate worship, and other Sabbath programs influence
discipleship. Furthermore, service to the community is
certainly an element in discipleship. However, we believe
Sabbath programs, discipleship, and volunteer work are
sufficiently distinct to warrant separate categories for study,
development, and assessment.

Principle 3—Acceptance

“CORs are committed to accepting people just as
Jesus did.” CORs accept people for who they are, where
they are. We embrace all humanity regardless of gender,
ethnicity, religion, personal history, appearance, odor, or
other characteristic. We worship a God of variety, and we
embrace those who are dissimilar to us.
Regarding moral issues, while we do not approve of
sin, we do not believe that perfection is a precondition for
friendship. As Chris Blake (2007) writes, “Acceptance does
not mean agreement. Jesus accepted the woman caught in
adultery (“Neither do I condemn thee.”) when He didn’t
agree with her behavior (“Go, and sin no more.”). His
acceptance was the catalyst that changed her life” (p. 93).
In his analysis of the reasons why young Adventists
leave the church, Dudley (2000) found that one “major
theme shared by the dropouts was that they feel unaccepted”
(p. 61). This pattern contradicts biblical teaching that we
must accept one another (Romans 15:7), love foreigners
(Leviticus 19:34), not show favoritism (James 1:2), and
not judge (Matthew 7:1). Rainer and Rainer (2008), who
studied one thousand young people who had left the church,
found that the second highest motivation for leaving was
“church members seemed judgmental or hypocritical” (p.
3). The only reason more frequently cited by young people
was that they “simply wanted a break from church” (p. 3).
Comparatively, Ellen White (1998) points out “Christ
ate with publicans and sinners, as well as with Pharisees.
When He was invited to their homes, He accepted the
invitation. In this He offended the scribes and Pharisees,
who thought that a Jew should not thus forget the wall of
partition that tradition had erected. But with God there is
no sect or nationality” (p. 236). If ethnicity, social status,
and level of religiosity were not factors Jesus deemed important when building friendships for the kingdom, then they
should not be our criteria either.
In his book Under the Overpass, Mike Yankoski (2005)
shares personal experiences that highlight the desire for
acceptance. Mike and his friend, Sam, chose to live as
homeless vagabonds for several months. During this time
they were often ignored or treated contemptuously by
Christians on the street and even when visiting churches.
“Even at church, we felt isolated because of how we looked,
how we smelled, and who people perceived us to be. In
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fact, walking into a church where we hoped to find genuine
fellowship only to be met by condescension or suspicion
or disingenuous flattery was the worst kind of rejection”
(p. 158-159).
By contrast, one church near the end of their time on
the road showed genuine care through small, simple gestures. “When a petite, white-haired woman saw us enter the
room, she walked right over. She gazed up at us with honest
delight. ‘I’m so glad you two decided to stay for the potluck,’
she said. ‘I’m Carla. We’ve got lots of food here, so come
on, grab a seat, and we’ll start in just a couple of minutes.
What are your names?’” (p. 206). This warm welcome, which
was followed up with more conversation and engagement,
showed Mike and Sam the power of friendliness.
Dan Kimball (2003) shares a moving and personal
example of acceptance from his early twenties while living
in London when he walked into a local church and met
Stuart, the pastor.
Stuart took me under his wing. Picture this unlikely
combination: an eighty-three-year-old man, and me,
dressed all in black with a very tall pompadour, spiked
wrist bands, a metal belt, a skull bolo tie, and thicksoled Creeper shoes. Stuart never seemed to see any of
that. He looked right past my exterior and showed me
Jesus. And it didn’t matter to me whether Stuart dressed
in the latest fashion or whether he knew all the bands
I was interested in. What mattered to me was that he
loved God and that he unconditionally cared about and
loved me (p. 218).
Participants in the Center for Youth Evangelism’s study
on church priorities scored Accepting Atmosphere as the
single most important factor to them when choosing a
church. The average score for this characteristic was 2.88 on
a scale from one to three. One respondent strongly asserted,
“If this isn’t there, I am not coming to your church,” and
another asked, “If you don’t feel accepted then what’s the
point?” Adventist churches must take this factor seriously
if they truly desire to reach youth and young adults with
the message of God’s saving grace.
The invaluable theme of acceptance can be quite difficult to put into practice. It is one kind of miracle for the
Holy Spirit to enable us to accept and reach out to people
who we find annoying, frustrating, or out of the ordinary.
It is another kind of miracle when God gives us wisdom
on how to deal with those who are sinning outright.
There are four considerations that should be
remembered in situations where we feel we must confront
someone about sinful behaviors. First, we must be certain
that we are truly dealing with sin and not a personal
preference. Kimball (2007) cautions, “We should be careful

not to make judgments based on personal opinions rather
than on the clear teaching of scripture. I have talked to many
wounded younger Christians who left the church because
they were confronted in a legalistic way about extra-biblical
things” (p 106).
Second, we must remember that Jesus, our model, was
a friend of sinners (Matthew 9:11 & Matthew 11:19). He was
not just their doctor or shepherd, but their actual friend. Am
I a friend to this person, or am I merely standing as a judge?
Third, we need to understand that before Jesus told
people to go and sin no more, he first showed them unbelievable grace and kindness (John 5:14; John 8:11). We
would do well to never “straighten someone out” without
first showing them genuine care. The old adage is true,
“People do not care how much you know until they know
how much you care.”
Finally, when confronting sin we must always speak
the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15). We need to emulate
Jesus’ unending patience with emotionally, physically, and
spiritually hurting individuals. It was the religious leaders
who pushed the limits of his patience, not the sick, lost,
and discarded sheep.
Kimball (2007) argues that we should deal with sin
openly with younger generations but in a context of love
and concern. He writes:
The churches that I have seen that are well-populated
by emerging generations are by no means holding back
talking about sin. When the pastors and leaders teach,
they say hard things, calling for repentance and calling
out sin, but the context is love. When there are relationships and trust-building, emerging generations respond
well to being told about sin and repentance…. So I don’t
advocate holding back when it comes to talking about
sin with younger people in the church, but I am saying
that we should do it at the right time with the right
attitude. (p 110)

Principle 4—Community

“CORs are committed to building community.” Young
adults are looking for more than just biblical information
when they attend church; they want to share their spiritual journey with a community. Rainer and Rainer (2008)
found that “one of the greatest needs within the young
adult generation is building relationships and connecting
with one another” (p. 37). Unfortunately, in his research
Dudley (2000) found that many young people “felt their
church was irrelevant to their social needs. These young
adults felt ‘cut off,’ ‘lonely,’ and ‘estranged’ because of the
lack of peers their own age at church” (p. 62).
Ellen White (1952) recognized this shortcoming in her
day as well. “Christian sociability is altogether too little culti195

Church Of Refuge: A Support Ministry For Youth And Young Adults

vated by God’s people… By social intercourse acquaintances though its average score (1.8 on a scale of 1 to 3) was well
are formed and friendships contracted which result in a unity below the other standards’ scores.
of heart and an atmosphere of love which is pleasing in the
We are taught in scripture to encourage those who are
sight of heaven” (p. 204). She understood that “the warmth struggling. “Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you
of true friendship… is a foretaste of the joys of heaven” (p. will fulfill the law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2). “Praise be to
204-205), and that “If we would humble ourselves before the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father
God, and be kind and courteous and tenderhearted and of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts
pitiful, there would be one hundred conversions to the truth us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any
trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from
where now there is only one” (1909, p. 189).
George Barna has extensively studied mosaics, indi- God” (2 Corinthians 1:3-4).
viduals born between 1984 and 2002. Regarding mosaics’
Finally, Ellen White (1961) is clear about how we should
motivation for church involvement, he states, “Right now treat those who are discouraged, especially with those who
their participation is not driven by spiritual opportunity; have made mistakes:
it’s driven by relational opportunity
There are souls who err, and who feel
and desiring experiences with their
their shame and their folly. They are
“Taking care of ‘the least
relational tribe” (2008). Consistent
hungry for words of encouragement.
with Barna’s findings is research done
They look upon their mistakes and
of t he s e’ is ou r w ay of
by Rainer and Rainer (2008), which
errors until they are almost driven to
showing love to Jesus. We
found that “dropouts left because they
desperation. Instead of ... reproving
help church members, the
felt disconnected from the people of
and condemning and taking away
local community, and the
the church; those who stayed did so
the last ray of hope that the Sun of
because they felt connected” (p. 37).
Righteousness sheds into their hearts,
global community through
Not surprisingly, Community
let your words fall as healing balm
volunteerism and activism.”
(2.69) was the third highest priority
upon the bruised soul. Be not like
after Acceptance (2.88) and Preaching
desolating hail that beats down and
(2.73) for those who participated in
destroys the tender hope springing
the Center’s survey. As one person put it, “For me this is
up in the hearts. Leave not the hungry, starving soul in
THE reason for church.” No church can achieve its potential
his helplessness to perish because you fail to speak words
for the kingdom if it focuses exclusively on meeting spiritual
of tenderness and encouragement (p. 295).
needs and neglects social factors.

Principle 5—Support

“CORs are committed to supporting young adults
with their life challenges.” CORs are safe faith communities
where young adults find emotional and concrete support
when dealing with life’s stresses and questions. Young adults
face challenges such as finding work, developing lasting
relationships, dealing with emotional trauma, sorting
through sexual questions, and even more basic problems
like obtaining medical care and personal transportation.
While COR pastors are not professional mental health
workers, they are able to deal with personal concerns
with tact and respect. Professional referrals are available
for issues requiring special training, such as depression,
divorce, gender identity, and addictions.
While this area scored lower than the other eight
principles, it was highly valued by a sizeable portion of
respondents. Forty-three percent of participants rated
Emotional Support/Counseling as Very Important, and an
additional 36 percent classified it as Somewhat Important.
We believe it is imperative to meet this critical need even
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Principle 6—Service

“CORs are committed to demonstrating God’s love
through acts of service.” Young adults should be mobilized
and trained to do service projects that are meaningful to
them and those being served. Taking care of ‘the least of
these’ is our way of showing love to Jesus. We help church
members, the local community, and the global community
through volunteerism and activism. Activities include prison
ministries, advocacy for the homeless, literacy programs,
environmental stewardship, child mentoring, home renovation, disaster response, or any number of other possibilities.
In The Emerging Church, Dan Kimball (2003) asks
the question, “What is your church’s response to the poor
and needy in your town? This type of preaching (and
it is preaching) in a post-Christian culture will go far
beyond what our words from a stage or pulpit could ever
communicate. We need to see preaching in our worship
services as the first step toward what our churches preach
with their lives in our communities” (p. 195). Again he
states, “With emerging generations, I believe that social
action must be locked into our core values and incorporated
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into how we view our mission as a church, both locally and
globally” (p. 224).
Kimball again notes this priority in They Like Jesus
but Not the Church (2007). He has found that “churches
attended by emerging generations usually have a strong
emphasis on bringing the love of Jesus to others. You see
many emerging churches concerned not only with local and
global social justice but also with taking action” (p. 110).
The dimension of service and social action on the
CYE survey received a score of 2.38, meaning it is between
Somewhat Important (2.0) and Very Important (3.0) for
young Adventist adults when choosing a church. This age
group is looking for integration between biblical teachings
and lifestyle; they want to make a difference. Not surprisingly, Sahlin (2007) reports a positive correlation between
service and church growth (p. 41).
Regarding ministries of compassion, Ellen White
(1898) writes, “The followers of Christ are to labor as He did.
We are to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and comfort
the suffering and afflicted” (p. 350). This is consistent with
Jesus’ teaching that His true followers do these things, as
well as visit those in prison and welcome the stranger who
needs a home (Matthew 25:31-46). Additionally, James
states that caring for orphans and widows is pure religion
(James 1:27). These New Testament teachings on compassion echo the voices of Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and other
Hebrew prophets and spiritual leaders who called for justice in no uncertain terms (Isaiah 1:11-17; Jeremiah 22:16;
Ezekiel 16:49; Amos 5:21-24; Micah 6:8; Proverbs 31:8).

Principle 7—Leadership

“CORs are committed to young adult leadership.”
Leadership is the first of the three support factors required
for a church to empower its young members, and this
includes two components. First, young adults need to
become leaders in the church, not merely spectators or
consumers of spiritual commodities. This will have many
benefits, including developing leadership skills, increasing
ownership, improving the effectiveness of programs and
meetings, and fostering young adult integration with the
broader church body.
Second, the head pastor plays a key role in young adult
ministry. A church needs leadership to set priorities, guide
ministry processes, and facilitate required changes. If the
lead pastor does not hold young adult ministry as a key
concern, then there is little hope of developing an effective,
broad-based ministry for this group.
The indispensable value of leadership was discovered
by George Barna (2002) when researching churches that
moved from decline to positive growth, so called “turnaround” churches. “One of the necessary components is

that those churches brought in a new individual to be their
primary leader…” Barna defines a leader as someone who
“is driven by a vision,” whereas “a teacher is driven by an
audience who can be affected by information”.
Barna (2002) believes that a lack of leaders “is one of
the driving difficulties we have in most churches in America
today. We have good people who are well-educated, goodintentioned, and called to ministry, but they are not for the
most part leaders. They are teachers, preachers, counselors,
they have good skills, and they certainly have spiritual gifts,
and they can help people, but they can’t lead.”
The importance of church leadership was also recognized by those who participated in the Center’s survey; it
ranked fifth out of the 28 factors with a score of 2.55.

Principle 8—Budget

“CORs are committed to investing money in young
adult ministry.” Money talks. Budgets tell stories and reveal
priorities. Spending money on young adult ministry not
only meets specific needs but also shows these individuals
that they are valued. Money is needed to purchase educational and spiritual resources, fund social events, and
enable creative outreach. Ellen White (1990) states, “Time
is short, and I wish to see the money of our people that is
tied up in banks put into circulation where it can help the
work of God” (p. 392-393).
A Church of Refuge allocates specific amounts of
money per year per young adult listed on the books to this
ministry. These funds are used according to the priorities
and needs of the group.

Principle 9—Change

“CORs are committed to change that leads to improved
young adult ministry.” Styles, priorities, mind sets, and
values change over time; therefore, ministries must change
accordingly. Recognizing that new programs, methods,
styles, and services will always be needed, innovation and
creativity are greatly encouraged. Even God enjoys the
power of “new things” (Isaiah 43:19).
What works today may not work two, five, or ten years
from now. Not only is change and variety necessary to
keep the interest of existing members, it also increases the
chance of meeting the needs of those not yet attending the
church. Pastor Bill Bossert (2007) concludes an article on
how his church learned to care for young adults with the
statement, “We know that if we keep doing the same thing
over and over again, we’re not where He is. He is on the
move. We believe we should be too” (p. 12).
Ellen White (1946) also saw the need for new and
creative efforts. “We are to study the field carefully and are
not to think that we must follow the same methods in every
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place.” “Whatever may have been your former practice, it
is not necessary to repeat it again and again in the same
way. God would have new and untried methods followed”
(p. 125).

Certification

In order to be granted status as a Church of Refuge, a
local church must register as a member of the Church of
Refuge Network.
The next step in the certification process is to complete
a written description of how the church is performing in
each of the nine areas. Descriptions of activities, training
opportunities, events, and plans should be included. This
report is reviewed by COR leadership to determine if the
church is adequately integrating the nine principles.
Once the certification team is convinced that the church
is truly a safe, supportive, and engaging community in
which young adults can pursue their spiritual growth, it
will receive the Church of Refuge certification and be listed
on the COR website.
Re-certification will occur on a yearly basis. Churches
must submit an updated report annually on their young
adult ministry in order to remain a Church of Refuge. This
ensures that as changes occur in church leadership, local
young adults, and the community, the church will remain
relevant for ministry to this demographic.
If the report and site visit for a given church do not
sufficiently demonstrate that it can be considered a Church
of Refuge, the church may remain in the COR network
and continue to strive for certification. Furthermore, leaders will likely find that access to the website is worth the
membership fee even if they will not be able to meet all
nine standards in the near-term.

Conclusion

COR Website

Kimball, D. (2007). They Like Jesus but Not the Church. Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan.

Church of Refuge will host a website (www.churchofrefuge.org) that will serve two purposes. First, it will function
as a marketing tool for certified churches by listing them on
the site. Young adults will be able to use the site to locate
new churches when moving to attend new schools or pursue
new career paths.
Second, the site will be a significant communication
tool between the parent organization and member churches
as well as between church leaders themselves. The COR
blog will report on topics relating to ministry and culture.
Blog posts will be contributed by COR leaders and members. Also, the COR forum will be a critical mechanism for
facilitating communication among pastors, leaders, and
administrators. This will provide a place for practitioners
to share ideas, pose questions, and network with other
prominent leaders.
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Members have access to the information and resources
contained on the official website, including praxis ideas for
the nine standards, a COR blog, a forum for discussing
ministry issues with other leaders, and resources that can
be downloaded from the site.
The flight of young people from the Adventist
church is serious and well documented. Now we must
do all we can to reverse this trend. By helping churches
embrace the Nine COR Principles, and by directing the
attention of young adults toward these vibrant, active faith
communities, we believe that Church of Refuge can play a
significant role in combating this tragedy. May each local
church do all it can to become a safe, accepting, friendly,
active, spiritual community where young people will be
able to invite their friends.
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Appendix B — COR Survey Results (Ordered by Score: Highest to Lowest)
Participant Ages

18 - 25:
26 - 30:
31 - 35:
TOTAL PARTICIPANTS:

16
14
13
43

SCORING
3 - Very Important
2 - Somewhat Important
1 - Not Important
Rank
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
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SURVEY RESULTS
Factor
Accepting Atmosphere
Preaching
Community
Spiritual Atmosphere
Church Leadership
Worship Service Style
Music
People Your Age
Social Action
Adult Sabbath School
Children’s Sabbath School
Small Groups
Diversity
Greeters
Ministry Opportunities
Environmental Care
Variety of Church Programs
Evangelistic Activities
Mission Trips
Emotional Support
Formal Support Groups
Potlucks
Parking
Interior Decoration
Other Facilities
Architecture
Proximity to SDA Ed
Resource Center/Library

Score
2.88
2.73
2.69
2.69
2.55
2.46
2.44
2.38
2.38
2.38
2.24
2.19
2.19
2.15
2.13
2.10
2.10
1.85
1.83
1.79
1.71
1.64
1.64
1.57
1.43
1.40
1.40
1.29
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Appendix C— COR Survey Comments

COR Survey Results & Comments
Item + Comments

1. Architecture
2. Interior decoration/appearance
--Clean and fresh.
3. Resource center/library
4. Parking
--Plenty of spaces available.
5. Other facilities (gym, commons, etc.)
--The ability to congregate at the church for other activities is paramount.--More potential
for community bonding is better.
6. Proximity to SDA education
--If I had kids it would be more important.
7. Greeters

Score
1.40
1.57
1.29
1.64
1.43
1.40
2.15

--Friendly, nonjudgmental, attentive.--Intentional, genuine.--Spirit of love.--Smiling
and ask how you’re doing.--If the whole church behaves like greeters that is an awesome
church… just having someone designated, not so important.
8. Sabbath School classes — Adult

2.38

--The community aspect must be top notch here. Not just any leader!--The Sabbath school
class is one of the most important things to me because it is a place to discuss the bible
together.--Small groups in areas where all can talk and participate.--I don’t go to Sabbath
school if it doesn’t involve me practically and personally.--I am an adult, I need adult
classes.--I like classes which are smaller and give room for lots of discussion. They need to
be open so people can feel free to share their ideas and opinions without judgment.--More
than 1 choice if large church.
9. Sabbath School classes — Children

2.24

--Children’s church is a good idea.--Children’s classes need to be engaging and have good
resources.--Our kids need a positive experience.--Would be important if I had kids, I
guess.--The best place to plant the seed.
10. Music

2.44

--If the music is too loud or lacks a sincere approach and makes me feel uncomfortable, I
would probably try to avoid it. It’s better to err on the side of too calm or quiet, since you
can’t be offended by that.--Songs that are familiar for all and engaging.--Not so much cool
music, just quality over quantity. And Relevant. Doesn’t have to be the newest thing nor
old hymns but both are nice and should be appreciated. Use transitions!! Don’t ruin a good
song by saying “Amen” and thank you and move on. Use it as a transition.--Lots of good
music/talent!--The best possible depending on age.
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11. Preaching

2.73

--I like sermons that read and delve into at least 5 consecutive bible verses, preferably 15
or higher. and I strongly dislike altar calls. I also dislike long secular stories that are not
directly tied into a Bible story - that’s called watching a movie or reading any old book or
magazine.--I get bored easily if the sermon is bad. I’d rather go home.--Humorous and to
the point, intriguing, stimulating my thoughts about my relationship with God.--Relevant.
Real. Honest. Grace (Christ) centered.--None of the old-school fire and brimstone
preaching. But this is secondary to the church family.--Preach some truth that’s going
to actually take people out of their comfort zone. Preach on the books of Paul and the
Gospels. A lot of sermons tickle people’s ears and I’m tired of it.--Varied messages, open,
honest, fun, lively.--Really, it’s how much I like the pastor.
12. Worship service style

2.46

--I strongly dislike services that are too showy or loud.--Switch it up, always the same and
I am asleep.--Transitions please. Remove stuff that doesn’t flow and isn’t relevant. Make
announcements fun or weed out the unimportant ones. Keep it Simple.--Good flow,
spiritual experience.
13. People your age

2.38

--Cross generational church.--Everyone likes people their own age.--10-15; not so many
that I get lost.--It is nice to have people around the same age in order to make friends and
have people who are going through similar experiences.--Plenty to have small gatherings
with.--Church is all about community, and it’s easier to bond with people your age.--But I
like diversity in ages as well.
14. Diversity

2.19

--Cross cultural as well as inclusive of females.--I like people from all backgrounds.--Love
diversity and appreciate feedback from all angles and peoples.--A diverse church family is
good because it then provides people to be mentors and people to share their experiences.-For postmodern society and soon return of Jesus.--Diversity is nice, but that is about it.-If there is diversity in the community.--If [it] is cultural diversity.
15. Community
--People who care about each other.--If I’m new and the people won’t befriend me, I might
as well read at home.--A feeling of “family” is important.--That’s the #1 reason I go to
church.--If this isn’t there, I am not coming [to] your church.--Flying solo is a bad idea.--A
cross-generational community experience.--If there isn’t a church community, it is hard
to keep the faith. Being active together makes people stronger.--How the people treat each
other and interact is my barometer for the health of a church.--Relationships are key.--For
me this is THE reason for church.
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16. Accepting atmosphere

2.88

--Nonjudgmental and yet accountability is key.--I don’t like the stress of worrying about
offending people.--[again] If this isn’t there, I am not coming to your church.--If you
don’t feel accepted then what’s the point?--Always a must, okay for who you are.--This is
a problem in a lot of churches. There needs to be an accepting atmosphere if the church
is to keep members and gain members. People need to be welcoming no matter what a
person dresses like or talks like.--People don’t trust the church.--No judging... if possible.
:)--Accepting of other’s personalities, beliefs, ideas.--10 [score]. Oh, I mean 3.--Depends
on definition of “accepting atmosphere.” If you’re talking about the watered-down religion
of modern churches so as not to make anyone feel uncomfortable, etc., then I rate 1. If you
are talking a sincere, loving Christian acceptance, then I rate 3.
17. Potlucks

1.64

--Food is very important, I love it, do it every week. Stimulates community.--FOOD! Is
always important!--I LOVE potlucks. It’s a good way to fellowship and eat great food.
18. Evangelistic activities

1.85

--Purpose.--These always feel strained.--I feel like #23 [Social Action] is the evangelistic
effort… getting to know people in the community and working with them to help others.
19. Small groups

2.19

--Small groups in Sabbath School would be cool.--Good for growth.--Home churches can
meet a lot of needs that the traditional church can’t meet. Needs that people have come to
believe can and should be met by the traditional church i.e. church pastors/staff. --I think
small groups are very important for Bible study and Sabbath School.--Small groups are an
extremely effective way to build community.--Important to me, but it doesn’t have to be
organized by the church.
20. Variety of church programs

2.10

--Once again, keep it fresh, or I am asleep.--Simple is best. We are all usually overworked
and stressed to the point that another “church activity” becomes more of an obligation
instead of a desire to serve or be in community. --For youth, young and old!--Programs are
great ways for people to connect.
21. Formal support groups

1.71

--People helping others with addictions.--I would love to be a part of a church that is
helping its members with their biggest life struggles.--Not sure if they need to be church
led. but our church rents rooms to 12 step groups. Also finance groups, etc. are good
ministries for church members and those outside the church.
22. Emotional support/counseling

1.79

--Good hospital visitation, counseling, grief groups.--I think this is a highly neglected
are and that people doing it may not have the time, the gifts, the experience, nor the
education to do this ministry. A counseling pastor could focus on such needs.--People
with professional training (not pastors) need to be available for people who are struggling.
Pastors can be of help, but sometimes they do more damage.--Real people have issues.
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23. Social action/community service

2.38

--Feed homeless, do community activities free.--I think this is the best way to evangelize-by action, not words.--If the church can’t impact its own community, how can it expect
to impact the world?--Doing things together builds community.--This makes a real
difference.--To explain what is VERY important to me is to see church members involved
with non-SDA community service opportunities.
24. Ministry involvement opps

2.13

--How can a church not have opportunities for involvement.--We all need to grow.
25. Mission Trips

1.83

--Do missions in the neighborhood.--Always great!--To everywhere possible, in state and
out.--Sow and we shall reap.
26. Environmental care

1.98

--No littering, recycle bin for bulletins.--Goes along with my general philosophy of life
and faith.--Very important. We are stewards of the earth. Co-creators with Christ.-Environmental care?
27. Church leadership

2.55

--Compassionate, secure with themselves, loving, good listener.--If the leadership sucks,
the church sucks.--If we don’t have a clear goal, mission,. or vision, then we won’t know
where we’re going or what we’re trying to do. Also we need open communication and
contact with pastoral staff. Also, the head Pastor should have strong leadership skills
in order to encourage, equip, and grow his own staff.--A church needs effective, caring
leadership.--There does need to be a defined leadership, otherwise things fall apart.-Without effective leaders, the church dies.--Strong leadership, strong church.--If a church
is environmentally irresponsible I might hold that against it but I really don’t see that as
relevant to my church-going experience.
28. Overall spiritual atmosphere
--Openness, honesty, authenticity and deeply spiritual and intentional.--If I feel the
worship service is too showy and superficial, it kills the atmosphere for me.--If the other
stuff is in line, this should happen.--A must.--God needs to be the center of the church,
not the people or the pastor.--Difficult to judge. More activities don’t really mean more
spiritual. How people treat each other.--Authentic Christianity.--I’d like to give this a three,
but I’ve been to some churches where their spirituality seemed to get in the way.--Spiritual
atmosphere is up to me so I can’t say that I can even really have an opinion about a church’s
spiritual atmosphere. It’s like saying that what I need from a church is a good night’s sleep.
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29. Other
--Acceptance of people where they are, not making them feel guilty for having doubts,
fears, short-comings, basic humanity.--Inclusive (vs. exclusive)--Not implying that
someone’s depression, substance abuse, basic questioning, etc., is a matter of lack of
faith, lack of prayer. Sometimes ‘I’ll pray for you’ is a blow-off, a way to not connect with
what someone really needs.--Willingness to try new things and get rid of things that
don’t work.--Positive community presence.--Church unity--connection more important
than carpet color.--Sacrificial givers.--Spirit of service throughout.--Friends and family
attend. I can’t go to a church w/o family or friends.--Breadth of knowledge from pastoral/
ministry staff members--Striving for biblical lifestyle and theology. This is by far the
MOST IMPORTANT to me. If they don’t have that, they can score 100% in every other
area and I have no interest in going.--A church that is looking upward and toward Christ
rather than spending time trying to “fit in” to this world.--God centered.--Bible centered.-Child’s program is number one important and it should be actively engaging, as well as
educational.

Appendix D — Matrix—COR Principle/YMD Strategies/NCD Categories

COR Principle

General Conference Youth
Ministries Department
Strategies 2006-2010

Natural Church Development
(Christian Schwarz)

1. Sabbath

ST3 — Emphasis #1
ST4 — Emphasis #3, 5

Inspiring Worship
Passionate Spirituality

2. Discipleship

ST2 — Emphasis #1-8
ST3 — Emphasis #6, 8
ST4 — Emphasis #4
ST5 — Emphasis #3, 6

Passionate Spirituality
Holistic Small Groups
Gift-oriented Ministry

3. Acceptance

ST3 — Emphasis #7

Loving Relationships

4. Community

ST3 — Emphasis #3

Loving Relationships

5. Support

ST4 — Emphasis #2

Loving Relationships

6. Service

ST7 — Emphasis #1-4

Need-oriented Evangelism

7. Leadership

ST5 — Emphasis #1

Empowering Leadership

8. Budget

ST7 — Emphasis #4

Functional Structures

9. Innovation

ST4 — Emphasis #3

Functional Structures
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Reflections
Roger L. Dudley

F

rom the report on the three-day 1800 Symposium
On a related point, while large events like youth rallies,
to the 25 individual papers presented, this book youth congresses, and mission trips are certainly valuable,
has an immense amount of material. The sheer the heart of youth ministry must take place in the local
mass makes it difficult to distill the combined congregation. This is first of all because of the intimacy
wisdom in simple form. Nevertheless, it seems necessary and community provided by the long-term small group, but
to attempt to pull out at least some of the lessons that can also because it is the place where young people can render
be learned by a careful reading.
more than temporary service.
The papers run the gamut from understanding MilIndeed, these papers are saturated with the idea of
lennials, to ministering to Millennials, to retaining Millen- service. Presentations like those of Cindy Tutsch and Gary
nials, to winning Millennials. The idea of 180 degrees was Hopkins look at both the historical foundation for a serviceadopted to emphasize the necessity of making a complete oriented ministry and the spiritual and physical benefits
turn-around in the present state of ministry because, obvi- of such an approach. Nothing is clearer than that young
ously, what we are doing has not been successful. Monte adults who get involved in the ministries of the church are
Sahlin’s paper presents a thorough review of research on likely to be solid members with a life-time commitment.
The theme of relationships also saturates nearly every
understanding the background and thinking of this group.
paper.
Closeness, caring, mutual support are vital to this
Many of the presentations begin by stating the problem
of losing 40% to 50% of our young
generation. Millennials look not
adults, perhaps even more. Solid
for propositional truth but personal
“Within this collection the
research is presented. Nearly all of
experience. This, of course is among
reader
will
find
a
number
the papers agree that the Adventist
themselves. But beyond this, those
church is in crisis. Thus the title:
who would minister to these young
of proposals for models
“Slipping Out the Back Door.” Within
people must take the time to get to
of ministry that have the
this over-riding theme, several subknow them, to listen to them, to
potential
to
stem
the
exodus.
”
themes dominate.
build trusting relationships. While
The construct of postmodernism
this Symposium concentrates on
arises in a number of papers. Most
the relationships developed within
agree that today’s young adults, while raised in modern a congregational setting as revealed in Barry Gane’s paper
settings, are progressively moving to postmodern thinking. on church climate, Martin Weber has shown that home
This means that they no longer place primary emphasis relationships with parents also have a significant effect on
on propositional “truth.” Rather than being impressed by youth retention.
“proof texts” they look for personal meaning. It means
Within this collection the reader will find a number of
that they tend not to be loyal to institutional religion, but proposals for models of ministry that have the potential to
rather value community. It means that relationships and stem the exodus. Foremost among these is the description
belonging are more important than believing and behaving. of Churches of Refuge by Ron Whitehead—a concept that
If this be true, then those interested in ministering could revolutionize the church’s approach to ministry. This
to this group will have to find new methods. Lisa Hope’s is further described in a European setting in the paper by
paper is especially helpful here as, using her experience at Paul Tompkins.
Other models can be found in Chris Blake’s proposal
Advent House, she lays out a ministry of creating social
props, mastering small talk, answering questions, curiosity, for providing a set of experiences to students on Adventist
and vulnerability.
college/university campuses that will prepare them for
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entering and becoming involved in the small congregations
they will join following graduation.
Steve Case uses short-term mission trips as a metaphor
for youth ministry in the local congregation. And Margaret
Dudley has suggestions for friends, parents, and church
leaders of young people who are in danger of dropping out
of church. Jiwan Moon believes that ministry for children,
teens, and young adults should be a seamless process, and
he describes a long-term project carried out in the congregation that he pastors.
One topic that was often discussed was the fact that
the majority of Adventist students in higher education are
not on Adventist campuses. The church spends the lion’s
share of resources on its own schools while thousands of
youth on secular campuses are neglected. Ron Pickell and
Lisa Hope describe projects to reach this neglected class.
Another intriguing approach is the Circle of Courage, traced
to native cultures and described by Jonathan Duffy.
Ed Dickerson supports the continuous ministry concept of Jiwan Moon. Adventists tend to concentrate on
changing the youth, while the real solution calls for changing the church to adapt its methods and worship to make
the congregation attractive. This involves making church
a place friendly for children and creating intergenerational
worship. Separate ministry to young adults fails to integrate
them into the congregational life.
That opens the topic of leadership. Nothing will happen
to change the pattern of young adult loss unless strong leadership points the way. Japhet De Oliveira and Jeroen Tuinstra
both attempt to describe a leadership that is built on a solid
identity of what Adventism should be in the twenty-first
century and how that leadership must function. Keren Toms
adds to this discussion as she describes how to cultivate a
climate for a transformational approach to leadership. Allan
Walshe’s paper adds to this pioneering concept.
Michaela Lawrence takes a different tactic as she suggests
that the content and spirit of our public prayers may make
it comfortable for Millennials to stay in the church or make
it easier for them to leave. Peter Roennfeldt even suggests
that we might prepare youth for dropping out so that those
who do so can better find themselves on the outside.
One of the great dangers facing young people today is
the reality of at-risk behaviors such as alcohol, drugs, and
pre-marital and unprotected sex. Papers by Peter Landless
and Gary Hopkins provide a wealth of material in meeting
these challenges. Finally, Allan Martin explores the “bystander effect”—the tendency to let somebody else do it.
If we are to resolve the young adult crisis, it will take all
of us. We cannot afford to stand by and think somebody
else will pick up the challenge. A crisis of the magnitude
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facing Adventism will require the best that each of us has
to give. God asks for nothing less.
The 1800 Symposium was a revitalizing and inspiring
experience for those fortunate enough to attend and participate. The close fellowship of those three days created
a special bond. It is the hope and prayer of the organizers
that this same spirit may fall upon those who read these
pages. We are all unbelievably privileged to be called into
partnership with God.
“All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself
through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation:
that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ,
not counting men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore
Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal
through us” (2 Corinthians 5:18-20, NIV). What a calling!
What a privilege! What a responsibility! Let us accept it.
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